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This work analyzes the making of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people as part of the 
production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland. In the quest to become legible to improve their 
living conditions and maintain a sense of dignity, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles use 
history and racialization as tools of negotiation between themselves and the two nation-states 
where they live: Mexico and the United States.  
The main argument in this work is that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have been 
in a double bind since the nineteenth century. Numerous external forces have put them in the 
position to choose between Blackness and Indianness, doing violence to the ways they 
understand themselves. However, this apparent paradox does not completely negate the 
possibility of Black-Indianness. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have understood the double 
bind and have made their racialization more flexible to claim Blackness in relation to some 
socio-historical processes, and Indianness in relation to others.  
I analyze the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people as a case of racialization that 
illustrates the ongoing mechanisms of settler colonialism (dispossession, exploitation, and 
elimination via genocide or assimilation), as they play out in specific socio-historical contexts. 
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This perspective encompasses the specificities of racisms in a historically and spatially 
grounded fashion and without homogenizing the experiences of different racialized populations. 
At the same time, it acknowledges that colonial structures persist and rely on the articulation of 
these different racializations to maintain control.  
Four threads weave the chapters of this work together: bordering, racialization, 
legibility, and historicity. The first thread, bordering, moves between two interconnected 
registers. I trace the physical and geopolitical making of the Coahuila-Texas borderland and 
offer a lens into nation-state formation. I also explore racial geographies, class distinctions, 
gender dynamics, membership debates, and group boundaries as bordering processes. Through 
bordering, I examine the relationships that derive from and produce the landscape, and more 
specifically the ideological and material processes that create separating lines between here and 
there, then and now, and us and them.  
The second thread is racialization. I examine the ways agents of the state, intellectuals, 
activists, and Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have understood, constructed, and negotiated 
Blackness and Indianness. Paying attention to racialization from above, I focus on the way 
classification has shaped Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ incorporation or invisibility in 
projects of the nation. I ask how negotiations of racialization at the borderland have informed 
understandings of Blackness and Indianness in Mexico and the United States. Discussions 
about racialization from below show how the subjectivities of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles articulate with national projects and processes such as migration, land struggles, and 
recognition. I examine how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles negotiate and reformulate 
racial meanings both inside and outside of the community. I maintain that racialization 
intersects with material needs, strategies of survival and social reproduction.  
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 The third thread, legibility, is a lens into the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
have sought to become legible via documents and racialization to improve their living 
conditions and secure their future and social reproduction. The chapters show the difficulties 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have encountered in the effort to become legible, and the 
material consequences illegibility has brought to their lives as individuals and as a community. 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles pursue legibility, but they also understand some benefits of 
illegibility, which they mobilize to defend their rights and protect their interests. The 
discussion incorporates the internal dynamics that make Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
legible within their community and as the result of broader processes like recognition or 
defense of the land.  
The fourth thread weaves the other three together by attending to the uses of history. 
Historicity serves Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles as evidence for claims to citizenship and 
rights. It also works as the motor of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ pride in freedom, their 
inscription as actors in national and transborder histories, and as a means of dignifying their 
existence as a strong and resilient people. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ actions resist the 
violence of silence, and their narratives locate them at the center of the process of production of 
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Introduction. The Production of the Coahuila-Texas Borderland 
 
Landscapes of the Borderland 
This is a story about borders. It starts on Highway 90 in South Texas, on a road that connects 
the east with the west, passing along the Mexico-United States border. Driving on the 
highway, along with numerous trailers that transport commodities across the border, one can 
see the traces of a region once dedicated to ranching, wool, and cotton production (Kinney 
County Historical Commission 1978; Walsh 2008). The agro-industrial landscape of today has 
few people and some cattle and hunting ranches which dot the dry, flat, sizzling, and isolated 
scenery. By the railroad tracks, still used for commerce, the border patrols – as locals call officers 
of the Border Patrol Station – wait in their white and green vans to catch undocumented 
migrants jumping off the trains or coming out of the ranches. Signs that warn about the danger 
of fugitive prisoners and ranches that fill their fences with conservative political statements also 
dot the landscape (Figure 1). 
 
 





Because Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, the protagonists of this work, live in 
various towns between Del Rio and Austin, during my fieldwork in Texas I spent countless 
hours driving along Highway 90. At first, the landscape evoked bucolic tranquility: it seemed 
natural and untouched. It was the space where my research happened as if detached from the 
social relations that were unfolding in front of me. The hours in the car taught me to see the 
landscape in a different light. With time, I began to realize that there was nothing natural 
about it; human-environmental relations make landscapes. The highway is part of the 
infrastructure of roads, mostly built with immigrant labor, connecting South Texas with North 
Coahuila and enabling the exchange of commodities between Mexico and the United States. 
The cotton fields are the material representation of a history of seasonal farm work dependent 
since the 1920s on workers of Mexican origin and migrants (Hernández 2010, 54). The political 
signs, the warnings about fugitives, and the Border Patrol vans signal the conservatism and 
nativism that have roots in the history of racial violence, U.S. expansionism, and settler 
colonialism which has shaped the region since the nineteenth century. The landscape began to 
make sense to me through the social relations that created it. I understood that my research did 
not happen in this space, but that it was about this borderland landscape.  
Drawing from Henri Lefebvre, Don Mitchell (1996) reminds us that although 
landscapes may seem natural, human labor produces them, and their purpose is to make a scene 
appear unworked, natural, as though erasing the social and power relations that made it 
possible. In a similar vein, Gastón Gordillo’s discussion of rubble begins with the assumption 
that the landscape that we visually capture “naturalizes the present by erasing the destruction 
that created it” (2014, 13).  
This study is an effort to understand the landscape beyond its natural appearance. I 




the Coahuila-Texas borderland. I consider the overlapping narratives, ideologies, social 
relations, material processes, and daily experiences that have produced the landscape. I also pay 
attention to rubble, the “conceptual figure that can help us understand the ruptured multiplicity 
that is constitutive of all geographies as they are produced, destroyed, and remade” (Gordillo 
2014, 1). In Gordillo’s view, the production of landscape speaks to a “positive” creation of space, 
but it is necessary to also analyze its “negative” production, in other words, the places that were 
negated and destroyed to create the geographies of the present. Rubble is a figure that testifies 
to destruction, not as a remnant disconnected from the present but as a past coexisting with the 
present. In this study, I work with the idea of rubble in two interrelated ways. First, I discuss 
some of the social relations that were transformed and destroyed to produce the borderland as 
we can observe it today. Settler colonialism and racialization are at the center of this discussion. 
Second, I analyze the heterotemporality of the borderland to lay out the presence of the past, 
the meanings it takes, and the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles invoke it for their 
struggles in the present.1 
Samuel Truett defines the landscape of the Sonora-Arizona borderland as “a shifting 
palimpsest of spaces, each with its own circuits and borders” (2006, 8). Like Truett’s “copper 
borderlands,” the Coahuila-Texas borderland is not a discrete, coherent landscape, but one that 
unfolds in various spatial registers and temporalities “like transparent maps which can be read 
individually or stacked as a collective whole” (2006, 8). Each chapter of this study draws one of 
the many intertwined maps of the borderland to tell the story of the production of the 
landscape and to explore the conditions of possibility of the current struggles of the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people. 
                                                 
1 Jacqueline N. Brown (2005) develops a similar idea in her discussion about place in Liverpool. Proposing to 
understand place as an axis of power that operates through naturalization, Brown invites us to consider the 
materiality of places not just in their visible form but also through their meanings, including those sites that no 




The Coahuila-Texas borderland 
I have defined the Coahuila-Texas borderland as a landscape, but I ought to say something 
about borderlands and this particular landscape. In the context of nation-states, we can broadly 
understand borderlands as landscapes demarcated by a dividing line that establishes the end of 
the sovereignty of one state and the beginning of another. The existence of two nation-states in 
the landscape shapes political, social, economic, and cultural dynamics that often differ from the 
centers of administration and power. Although from the perspective of the center the border 
may appear as an impenetrable barrier, from the perspective of the borderlands these are spaces 
of exchange, cross-border relations, negotiation, and many tensions (Baud and Van Schendel 
1997; Bustamante 1992). As we learned from Peter Sahlins’ (1991) work about the French-
Spanish borderlands, people often work out their national and local identities depending on the 
context and the advantages they bring, for example concerning taxes. Sahlins reminds us that 
the production of the borderlands happens at the intersection of local people’s actions, and the 
dynamics of state formation.  
Scholars like Paul Nugent (2012) and Alejandro Grimson (2005) have argued that not 
all borderlands are different from the center. Not all of them are spaces of cross-border 
relations or spaces where cultures clash. Border towns along the Canada-U.S. border, for 
example, have little sense of shared identity and are more oriented towards the center. This is 
also true for some European borders, but not of the Latin American borders Grimson studied, 
where borders have produced differences and not the other way around. Various African 
borderlands may be geographically peripheral but economically central. In places where state 
centers are relatively weak, borderlands have worked as nuclei of economic power through 
commerce and smuggling, and with the participation of non-state actors. Even within the 




literature about Texas, Ciudad Juárez-El Paso, and Matamoros-Brownsville (the borderlands of 
Texas, Chihuahua, and Tamaulipas), Coahuila-Texas as a borderland is understudied.2  
In various moments in history, Coahuila and Texas were a single political and 
administrative unit. During Spanish colonialism, Coahuila and Tejas were a united province 
from 1689 to 1693 and from 1716 to 1726. After Mexican Independence in 1821, the state of 
Coahuila y Tejas existed from 1824 to 1835 (Alessio Robles 1938, 1945, 1946; Santoscoy et al. 
2000). In colonial times and during the nineteenth century this was hardly an integrated 
region. Local dynamics and intense violence between Europeans, U.S. nationals, Mexicans, 
Comanches, and Apaches shaped the borderland. The lack of integration made the 
accumulation of land, wealth, and power possible among local elites, and the largest estate in 
Latin America, the Sánchez Navarro latifundio (1765-1867), developed in this borderland 
(Harris 1975). The Mexican Colonization Laws in the 1820s attracted waves of U.S. migrants 
who also concentrated land and power and sought sovereignty, among other things to protect 
their slaveholding interests. The 1827 Constitution of Coahuila y Texas defined the state as 
autonomous, and it was published in Spanish and English (Mexico’s only bilingual constitution) 
which signaled its difference from the rest of the country (González Oropeza and De la Teja 
2016).  
The Coahuila-Texas border is the result of the Texas Revolution (1835-1836), and it 
was formed a few years before the rest of the Mexico-United States border, which consolidated 
with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, and the Gadsden Purchase in 1854. The 
Coahuila-Texas borderland is mostly rural. Piedras Negras-Eagle Pass and Ciudad Acuña-Del 
Rio are “twin cities,” but they are small compared to the large urban pairings of Tijuana-San 
                                                 
2 For comparative perspectives on borderlands see Ganster and Lorey (2005), Grimson (2000), Martínez (1986), 




Diego or Ciudad Juárez-El Paso.3 Unlike the West side of the Mexico-United States border, 
this is a “natural” border, demarcated by the Río Bravo/Río Grande.4  
The shared history of Coahuila and Texas has shaped the development of the 
borderland as one of intense cultural and economic exchange, and certainly different from the 
centers of power in Mexico City and Washington, D.C. The Coahuila-Texas borderland is not 
a landscape where the sides are radically different in terms of identity, but wage differentials 
and access to jobs shape economic inequality, even though maquila (assembly plants) work in 
Piedras Negras and Ciudad Acuña has been a significant source of income for Coahuila’s 
families.  
Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the flow of commodities and people across 
the Coahuila-Texas border was relatively fluid in both directions. After the 2001 attacks in 
New York City and the 2006 Mexican War on Drugs, violence escalated in the borderland. For 
many people, crossing the border became difficult and frightening. They remember with 
nostalgia when they could go to Texas without so much paperwork and so many risks, or when 
they could go to the dentist in Ciudad Acuña to save costs, or to visit the numerous cantinas on 
Hidalgo street, which has lost its glamor because of drug-related violence. Despite the 
recurrent narrative of the danger of the border, people continue moving on both directions, 
especially Mexicans who are U.S. citizens or authorized migrants. Many people continuously 
go to Texas to visit relatives, to shop, or to work in ranches for a few months at a time. Some 
people live in Coahuila and cross daily to work in Texas. Others go to Texas for regular doctor 
visits, or to maintain their status as legal residents. People cross from Texas mostly to visit 
                                                 
3 The population data from the 2010 census in Mexico and the United States shows the following numbers: 
Piedras Negras 150,178. Eagle Pass 26,248. Ciudad Acuña 134,233. Del Rio 35,591. Tijuana 1,559,683. San Diego 
1,307,402. Ciudad Juárez 1,321,004. El Paso 649,121 (INEGI 2010; United States Census Bureau n.d.).  
4 The river that demarcates the border has had 78 names. This history and the different names the river still has 
for Mexico (Río Bravo) and the United States (Río Grande) are an insight into the controversies over territory and 




relatives, but a few still seek the benefits of cheaper healthcare costs in Coahuila. Some people 
from Brackettville, for example, attend an alternative medicine clinic in Ciudad Acuña 
regularly. Others cross the border to go to Church in Ciudad Acuña every Sunday. There are 
new challenges, and Eagle Pass and Del Rio are increasingly becoming militarized as the result 
of the arrival of Central American migrant caravans and the current anti-immigrant rhetoric 
and policies, but this has not entirely restricted mobility for those who live in the borderland.  
 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are best introduced by the late tribal historian Charles 
Emily Wilson, who gave a speech at the 1992 Festival of American Folklife organized by the 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington D.C.:  
Our people have lived in Texas for over 100 years. Before that, we were in Mexico, 
where some of us still live, and before that we were in Oklahoma, and even earlier than 
that, Florida. And before that, we came from Africa.  
[…] In the 17th century our ancestors fought against slavery and escaped into 
the northern bushlands of Spanish Florida. There we joined with our Indian brothers 
and sisters who had also escaped from the oppression of the European slavers; together, 
for many years, we resisted their attempts to recapture us. Together we rode against 
the white man to preserve our freedom, and together we created a Seminole society 
from both Indian and African roots. When we had to leave for safer territory in the 
1830s to escape the slave raids in Florida, we went to Indian Territory and settled along 
the Canadian River in what is today Oklahoma. But slave raids continued from nearby 
states. In our search for peace, we left once again and went to Mexico, though some of 
our people stayed behind in Oklahoma, where their descendants still live today. 
In 1870 a few hundred of our ancestors were asked to come to Texas to fight the 
Native Americans so that white people could settle in the region. Those Seminoles 
served as Scouts for the U.S. Army out of Fort Duncan in Eagle Pass and Fort Clark in 
Brackettville, where we live today (C. E. Wilson 1992). 
 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are the descendants of enslaved Africans who escaped from 
Georgia and South Carolina to Florida and settled with Seminole Indians, forming a maroon 
society in the eighteenth century. After the 1830s the U.S. government forcibly removed them 




found refuge in Coahuila, Mexico, in exchange for service in the army as soldiers.5 After twenty 
years in Coahuila, in 1870 the U.S. Army recruited them as scouts in Texas, and they settled in 
Fort Clark.  
Today, Black Seminoles exist as a diasporic people, with a consciousness of their 
common origin in Florida and a collective memory of their displacements. Their historical 
trajectories have separated them into smaller units. Most Black Seminoles live in five places: 
Andros Island in the Bahamas (Howard 2002); Coahuila in Mexico (Del Moral 1999, 83–155); 
and Florida, Oklahoma, and Texas in the United States (R. B. Bateman 1991; Mulroy 1993b, 
2007; Porter 1996). Occasional interactions occur between individuals and during special 
events like the 1992 Festival of American Folklife, but there are few relations between the 
Black Seminoles of Andros Island, the Black Seminoles of Florida, the Seminole Freedmen of 
Oklahoma, and the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles of the Coahuila-Texas borderland.6 The 
Negros Mascogos of Coahuila and the Black Seminoles of Texas, however, maintain a sense of 
community via family relations, border-crossings, and a shared history of the exodus to El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, Coahuila, which represents a homeland in their collective 




                                                 
5 Before removal, a group of Black Seminoles settled in Andros Island, Bahamas (Howard 2002).  
6 The names I use for each group correspond to their current self-identification. Historian Kenneth W. Porter 
(1951) remarked that the name Negros Mascogos may have derived from the word “Muskogee,” the language 





As the whole community in El Nacimiento de los Negros, Coahuila gathered at Herminia’s 
house for her funeral, I stood around a group of men who were drinking and having a 
conversation. All of a sudden, one of them asked me, “do you think that he will win?” He was 
referring to Donald Trump who was then a presidential candidate. For hours, the men 
discussed the U.S. elections and how the anti-immigrant rhetoric and the construction of a wall 
would affect their lives. During my stay at El Nacimiento de los Negros, I regularly found 
myself having the same conversation with different people. I had conducted fieldwork in rural 
Mexico before, but this was the first time I encountered U.S. politics as a daily topic of 
conversation. As in the rest of Mexico and the United States, people were worried. However, 
they also insisted that it would not be possible to stop migration; they would continue crossing 
the border.  
 The Mexico-United States border has been of importance in the lives of Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles. Mexico abolished slavery in the 1820s and crossing from Texas to 
Coahuila in 1850 meant that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles could no longer be enslaved. 
Crossing the border also meant adopting Spanish, converting from Baptist to Catholic, and 
becoming Mexican citizens. After the United States abolished slavery in 1865, Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles moved across borders without difficulty and created a transborder 
community. However, the gradual enclosure of the Mexico-United States border in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries has restricted mobility between Coahuila and Texas and 
has posed challenges to the community, shaping differences between Mexican and U.S. 
nationals. These distinctions are most visible in the differential access to mobility across 
borders and legal jobs in the United States, which usually place Mexican Negros Mascogos at 




only related to migration. It also demarcates the separation between national projects and 
racial formations. How Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles navigate these differences and make 
sense of them as a transborder community is central in this work.  
 Because the border has been so present in Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ lives, it 
has become an idiom to explain difficulties and success. The solution of their problems, many 
believe, is on the other side of the border. “There’s one thing we all know. If you want work, 
you cross the border,” declared Juana Vázquez in a recent interview for the Washington Post 
(cited in Sieff 2019). The border as difficulty and opportunity is real, but it is one of many forces 
intervening in the present and past of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people. One of the 
most important forces, as I will discuss in the following section, is their racialization as Black or 
Indian.  
  Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles use different names depending on which side of the 
international border they developed their life experiences: Negros Mascogos in Mexico and 
Black Seminoles in the United States. I take the spatial differences seriously and pay attention 
to the tensions they generate, sometimes productively and other times hindering chances for 
addressing the problems members of the group face. To highlight such tensions, I refer to them 
as Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, using both their Spanish and English names and placing 
a diagonal line that represents the border across which they act both as a transborder 
community and as separate communities embedded in specific national and local dynamics. I 
identify three main groups within this transborder community, and I use their names separately 
when I discuss their local dynamics. The first group is the Black Seminoles. They self-identify 
as U.S. nationals and live in Brackettville, Del Rio, San Antonio, and other parts of Texas or 
the United States. Although many Black Seminoles understand and speak Spanish, their 




Mexican, their homeland is El Nacimiento de los Negros, Coahuila, and their primary language 
is Spanish. The third group is the Negro Mascogo migrants. They self-identify as Mexican, but 
their lives develop in the United States as authorized or unauthorized migrants. Some work 
temporarily in Texas cattle ranches along the border and constantly move between Coahuila 
and Texas, while others have settled permanently in San Antonio, Del Rio, and Brackettville. 
These groupings are useful for analytical purposes, but I do not take them as clearly established 
divisions, mainly because they all acknowledge that they are “the same people.”  
 
Double Bind 
As a transborder community, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles self-identify as Black-Indian. 
Like the Miskitu, Cherokee, Garífuna, Lumbee, Tunica-Biloxi, and Clifton-Choctaw (among 
many others), they mobilize Indianness and Blackness to make specific claims to the state, 
establish group boundaries, and improve their material conditions of existence (Brooks 2002a; 
Gordon 1998; C. R. Hale 1994; Hooker 2010; Klopotek 2011; Maynor Lowery 2010; Sider 2003; 
Tayac 2009). For example, in Mexico, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles identify with 
Blackness and mobilize it to defend their collective rights to land, and in the United States, they 
emphasize Indianness and mobilize it to access federal recognition. I maintain that the present 
claims to Blackness and Indianness are not just instrumental. They result from past 
negotiations for survival and inclusion in Mexico and the United States. These negotiations 
have shaped the way Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles see themselves in relation to space 
and nation.  
The main argument in this work is that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have been 
in a double bind since the nineteenth century. Gregory Bateson’s (1972; Bateson et al. 1956) 




messages that emerge from authorities and figures of power. These double bind scenarios 
usually work as forms of control that lead individuals to perform tasks and make decisions that 
can never be entirely successful. Their actions and decisions may result in positive outcomes in 
one regard, but in negative ones in another. Although Bateson’s double bind emerged 
specifically from his studies of schizophrenia and referred to individual instead of collective 
experiences, his concept has proven useful to analyze broader social phenomena. The double 
bind that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have experienced results from the imagined 
impossibility (in public opinion, government policies, and academia) of being Black and Indian 
at the same time. Numerous external forces have put Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in the 
position to choose between Blackness and Indianness, doing violence to the ways they 
understand themselves. However, this apparent paradox does not completely negate the 
possibility of Black-Indianness. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have understood the double 
bind and have made their racialization more flexible to claim Blackness in relation to some 
socio-historical processes, and Indianness in relation to others. Emphasizing Blackness over 
Indianness, or the other way around, has had material and identification consequences. 
Claiming one often implies negating the other and gaining certain benefits while losing others. 
In that sense, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are not entirely successful with their 
strategies. However, while not a way out of the double bind, the flexibility in Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ forms of racialization and the way it works across national borders 
has offered them alternatives to improve their lives. 
The experiences of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and other Black-Indians 
contradict intellectual traditions that separate Indianness from Blackness. Scholars have 
established this difference along the lines of race and ethnicity. In this logic, Indians are bearers 




unassimilable (A. L. Reed 2000). The divide also separates discussions about social justice. 
Indians are the center of debates about sovereignty, settler colonialism, territorial rights, and 
autonomy. In contrast, discussions about racism focus on Blacks (see critiques by Hooker 
2009a; A. Smith 2012; and Wade 2010).  
The separation between Blackness and Indianness poses a set of problems. First, Indian 
and Black emerged as racial categories during colonialism. Aníbal Quijano (2000) argues that 
the colonial order established social relations that produced racial identities like Indian, Black, 
and mestizo. It also redefined categories like European, which indicated geographic origin but 
acquired a racial connotation in relation to the new identities in the colonies. Categories like 
Red, which some Indians used to identify themselves, became derogatory when appropriated by 
Europeans (Shoemaker 1997). Numerous scholars have demonstrated that Indians experience 
racism and that racism often takes the expression of cultural difference. This is true for Indians, 
Blacks, immigrants, and other “minorities” (Balibar 1991; Biolsi 2004; Castellanos Guerrero 
1991; Castellanos Guerrero and Landázury Benítez 2012; Dijk 2007; Stolke 1995).  
Second, claims to land, language, and autonomy are not exclusive to Indians. Richard 
Price (2012) has documented and participated in the fight of the Saramaka maroons to defend 
their land rights in the Amazon rainforest of Suriname. The Saramakas took their case to the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, and the Court judged in favor of protecting 
their way of life. Quilombolas in Brazil, the Miskitu in Nicaragua, the Garífuna in Honduras, 
Guatemala, Belize and Nicaragua, and other Black populations in places like Colombia make 
similar claims (Brondo 2013; Farfán-Santos 2016; Escobar 2008; Hooker 2009b; Ng’weno 
2007a). 
Third, the analytical distinctions often differ from reality. In the experience of various 




Cherokee, Tunica-Biloxi, or Clifton-Choctaw, Blackness and Indianness overlap. Despite 
critiques to the divides between race and ethnicity, there are few discussions about Black-
Indianness. The fields of Native American and Black studies are rarely in conversation. As a 
result, scholars reproduce the divides that put people in the position of choosing between 
Indianness or Blackness. When scholars address Black-Indianness, area studies divisions persist 
(Anderson 2007, 2009; Brooks 2002a; Forbes 1993; Hooker 2005; R. S. Jones 2001; W. L. Katz 
1986; Sturm 2002; Tayac 2009). I contend that to overcome the double bind we must start by 
exploring the potentiality within the articulation of Native American and Black studies. Andrea 
Smith (2012) argues that we need to imagine racial justice outside the constraints of settler 
colonialism and that settler colonialism requires an anti-racist agenda. I argue that we need to 
do this by also challenging the area studies divisions. It is along these lines that my work is at 
the intersection of Indianness, Blackness, and border studies.  
The Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole case study is in and itself important as an 
alternative narrative to migration which forces us to connect mobility with broader processes 
like slavery and settler colonialism. This is a detailed and nuanced example of many cases of 
subaltern people navigating systems of power and domination. What makes this case unique is 
its location at the intersection between Blackness, Indianness, the borderland, and the military 
history that has informed these junctures. Through the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole case, 
we can learn about the dynamics of the borderland since the nineteenth century by bringing in 
an actor that is not usually in the immigration debates. We can observe the making of the 
borderland from the lens of Black-Indianness.  
However, there is significance beyond the case. By bringing Indianness, Blackness, and 
borders together, my work is part of the emerging scholarship engaging with settler 




2012; Wolfe 2016), and the emerging scholarship working and refashioning the settler 
colonialism framework to understand Latin American realities (see Castellanos 2017; Gott 
2007; Loperena 2017; Luna-Peña 2015; Speed 2017). I analyze the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole people as a case of racialization that illustrates the ongoing mechanisms of settler 
colonialism (dispossession, exploitation, and elimination via genocide or assimilation), as they 
play out in specific socio-historical contexts. The significance of this perspective is that it 
encompasses the specificities of racisms in a historically and spatially grounded fashion and 
without homogenizing the experiences of different racialized populations. At the same time, it 
acknowledges that colonial structures persist and rely on the articulation of these different 
racializations to maintain control. This does not mean that racism and other forms of 
oppression emerge from colonial relations, but that settler colonialism is the “inherited 
background field within which market, racist, patriarchal, and state relations converge” 
(Coulthard 2014, 14). This approach has implications for resistance. It enables the bridging of 
anti-colonial and anti-racist agendas to promote solidarity between Black, Indian, and other 
colonized populations.  
 
Overview 
To explore the making of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people as part of the production 
of the borderland and to discuss with detail how the double bind has worked in this process, I 







As expected in anthropological research, during my fieldwork I found a variety of discourses, 
practices, and processes that often seemed disconnected and contradictory. Reflecting 
retrospectively I have come to understand that most of these processes have a common thread. 
Both, in Coahuila and Texas, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were continually trying to 
prove something, be it their eligibility for U.S. citizenship, their authenticity as Black people, 
their authenticity as Indian people, their participation in national histories and in the making of 
the borderland, their rightful claims to land, their kinship lines, or the rightful membership in 
the community. This common thread is the search for some form of recognition, some form of 
legibility to the state, but also to researchers, locals, and even to themselves.  
According to James Scott, legibility is a central problem in modern statecraft: 
sedentarization, cartographic maps, agricultural methods, issuing identity documents, 
registering property, population registers, and even practices of naming, can be all understood 
as the state attempts to make its populations and resources legible for administration and 
taxation. These forms of legibility are not neutral. As Scott says, “the categories used by state 
agents are not merely means to make their environment legible, they are an authoritative tune 
to which most of the population must dance” (1999, 83). I draw from Scott to explore how 
states have made Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles legible. I expand the analysis in three 
directions. First, I focus on the border to examine how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
negotiate the processes of legibility with two nation-states, that is, not only how the states 
make them legible, but also how they seek to become legible in a transborder setting. Second, I 
explore how legibility works through racialization. Third, I propose legibility as a field of 
contestation that sometimes works through people’s use and manipulation of states’ devices to 




legibility and illegibility are not clear, as scholars have demonstrated for other cases (Goldstein 
2012; Gupta 2012; Hetherington 2011). While Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles sometimes 
seek to escape the dominion of the state, as Scott’s (2009) work has pointed out for the people of 
Upland South East Asia, they also attempt to become legible and struggle for recognition and 
inclusion from both states. My interest is in the constant tension between legibility and 
illegibility. I discuss how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have negotiated legibility, 
sometimes by speaking the language of domination and other times by contesting it and 
establishing their own terms, which may imply maintaining a degree of illegibility. 
I argue that in the quest to become legible to improve their living conditions and to 
maintain a sense of dignity, historicity and racialization have served as tools of negotiation. It is 
along the lines of this argument that the chapters which follow discuss what historicity and 
racialization do for the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people in articulation with national and 
transborder processes and in relation to the present, past, and future.  
Anthropologists have discussed how legibility works hand in hand with bureaucracy 
and projects of democratic transparency (Gupta 2012; Hetherington 2011). In those cases, 
documents become essential tools of negotiation. Much of the process of Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ search for legibility translates into the need to obtain documents 
that work as evidence of their history to legitimize their claims. Because of this, during my 
research people regularly pulled documents from under their mattresses and from boxes in 
their homes to show me the evidence of what they were saying. I also encountered a large 
number of people who lacked documents and were trying to find ways to obtain them to trace 
their genealogies, to be able to cross the border, or to defend their rights to land and citizenship 
(birth certificates, passports, visas, cadastral maps, property deeds, treaties, car permits to cross 




Mascogos/Black Seminoles that I pay a great deal of attention to the way legibility and 
illegibility work through documents. Documents fix the categories used to organize 
administration and social experience, and many forms of classification rely on racialization. The 
recent issuing of certificates that define specific populations in Mexico as Afrodescendants, for 
example, is transforming how individuals and collectives understand and represent themselves. 
During an informal conversation in El Nacimiento de los Negros, where people refer to 
themselves as negros (Blacks), a young woman told me that they were afrodescendientes 
(Afrodescendants) and that she had learned this during workshops and meetings organized by 
the government. Although this is a popular term in Latin America, only a few Negros 
Mascogos have adopted it. Legibility, as we will see in the chapters below, produces identities.  
My analysis also incorporates the internal dynamics that make Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles legible within their community and as the result of broader processes like 
recognition or defense of the land.  
 
Racialization 
Racialization is one of the mechanisms Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles use to become 
legible in two nation-states. They negotiate their Black-Indianness and articulate their racial 
subjectivities with specific projects and discourses of both nation-states.  
Racialization is the process of categorization through which biological and cultural 
characteristics are ascribed with meaning to define the “other” (Barot and Bird 2001; R. Miles 
1982; Murji and Solomos 2005). As Frantz Fanon (1967) reminds us, this process travels 
beyond cultural difference and ideology and shapes the body and psyche in violent and harmful 
ways. In Didier Fassin’s words, “the body is the site of racial experience” (2011, 420). 




what Leith Mullings calls racialization from below, that is, “the emergence and acceleration of 
counter-hegemonic social movements framed in the language of race and racism in order to 
signal dispossession, make claims on resources, form transnational alliances and challenge 
racialization from above” (2004, 4). Throughout the text, I often refer to racialization from 
above and below to point to a process of contestation between hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic racializations. Although I draw from Mullings’ definition, there is a difference in the 
way I use her concept. In the case of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, we cannot talk about 
social movements but about politics and processes of self-identification that draw on 
racialization to frame demands and shape community boundaries. Sometimes these processes 
reproduce racialization from above, sometimes they use the language of broader social 
movements, and other times they draw from their particular history and contest the hegemonic 
forms. It is useful, however, to keep the analytical distinction between above and below to 
highlight the processes that emerge from inside the community and those that are imposed 
upon them.  
For Stuart Hall, identification is always in the making and emerges within specific 
modalities of power. Identity signals meeting points in these processes, points of suture or 
“temporary attachment to the subject positions which discursive practices construct for us” 
(1996, 6). The articulation, or suture, distances identification from the idea of one-sided 
processes and speaks to the relations between the way collectives self-identify and the 
hegemonic discourses that establish the authorized language of identity. I use Hall’s notion of 
points of suture to discuss how, when, and why Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ own 
racialization articulates with classifications of the state, and with racializations emerging from 
social movements. I show these articulations through specific processes like migration, land 




how they work in the tension between legibility and illegibility. This perspective serves as an 
entry point into the ways negotiations at the borderland have traveled to the center to inform 
understandings of Blackness and Indianness in Mexico and the United States. It also shows 
how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles reformulate their racial identifications.  
 
Historicity 
Because history has been a tool of negotiation for Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ 
legibility, this work locates historicity at the center. As defined by Charles Stewart, “historicity 
asks what is the relationship to the past that individuals establish, given their present position 
(and intimations of the future) and the models available to them” (2016, 80). This 
understanding of historicity assumes that the past is not independent of the present or the 
future, but that its meaning emerges in relation to them and constitutes subjectivities in the 
process (Gnecco and Zambrano 2000); pastness, affirms Michel-Rolph Trouillot, is a position 
(1995, 15). It also contemplates the existence of the past in the present or the 
heterotemporality, through narratives, living histories, relations of domination, and even spirit 
possessions and ghostly appearances (Gilly 2006; Stewart 2016). 
 Alain Touraine’s (1988) definition of historicity takes us in a different direction. For 
Touraine, historicity is the capacity of a society to act upon itself to remake social relations and 
the cultural model by which societies represent themselves and act. In Touraine’s work, groups 
oppose each other in a conflict for the appropriation of historicity. In that sense, historicity is a 
“stake” in conflict and social movements.  
 I build on these two definitions of historicity to examine historical production, that is, 




heterotemporality of the borderland, and the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles mobilize 
history in their struggles.  
 In his discussion about the production of history, Trouillot (1995) distinguishes 
between processes and narratives, the former pointing to the materiality of history or “the 
facts,” and the latter pointing to peoples’ understandings and representations of events. Instead 
of seeing these as exclusionary, the author proposes to “embrace the ambiguity” to pay 
attention to the distinctions and overlapping between the two. That way it is possible to 
observe the relations of power that make certain narratives possible and silence others. My 
work pays attention to both, “the facts” and the narratives of the past. The creation of facts and 
archives, however, are themselves the result of relations of power and generate silences from 
their very inception. These dynamics also include bureaucratic organization. The creation of 
official archives often responds to the specific bureaucratic needs of government agencies and 
other actors of the state (Lynd 1939; Mills 1959; Novick 1988). 
Historicity serves Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles for the interconnected struggle 
for redistribution and recognition (Fraser 2003b). In terms of distributive justice, they rely on 
history to fight against the dispossession of their land and to improve their material conditions 
of existence. For recognition, they use history as evidence of their claims to citizenship and 
autonomy. History also works as the motor of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ pride in 
freedom, their inscription as actors in national and borderland histories, and as a means of 







Mezzadra and Neilson (2013) argue for thinking about borders beyond their geopolitical 
dimensions and the social demarcations of group identity and ethnicity (Barth 1998). For these 
authors, borders are methods for the production and organization of difference, including those 
processes embedded in capital accumulation. This approach directs our attention to processes of 
bordering to theorize borders not just as objects, facts, or metaphors, but as relations and 
dynamics of power. It moves the analysis beyond margins and center to focus on the ideological 
and material processes which produce such dichotomies (S. Green 2013; J. W. Scott 2012; van 
Houtum and van Naerssen 2002).  
My work is concerned with bordering in two interconnected registers. On the one hand, 
the study traces the physical and geopolitical making of the Coahuila-Texas borderland and 
offers a lens into processes of nation-state formation. The discussions about military violence, 
projects of settler colonialism, and the formation of border regimes addressed with different 
emphasis throughout the chapters, speak to the production of the borderland since 1848 and 
the gradual shifting from a region with shared characteristics, to an increasingly divided line 
defining forms of inequality, surveillance, and militarized violence. The making of military 
spaces such as Fort Clark and El Nacimiento de los Negros not only demarcated the border 
physically but also defined the ideas and practices to establish who was deserving of inclusion 
within each nation. As soldiers, agents of the state, and border enforcers, Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles were actors in the processes of state formation from the margins, 
that is, from the spatial and social margins of the borderland in relation to centers of power and 
decision making, and the racial margins of Black-Indianness. 
 On the other hand, this work addresses processes of bordering that find expression in 




group boundaries. The chapters address the bordering between Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles and other groups, such as Whites, mexicanos, cuarterones, and Indians. I also analyze 
bordering within the community and along the lines of race, gender, and nationality in relation 
to struggles for land, recognition, and legibility.  
 Ultimately, the emphasis on bordering draws attention to the relations that derive from 
and produce the landscape, and more specifically the ideological and material processes that 
demarcate separating lines between here and there, then and now, and us and them.  
 
Methods and Organization 
Border perspective  
Borders are relations and sites of struggle but also an epistemological viewpoint which offers a 
unique lens into processes of state formation, global capital accumulation, inequality, and power 
dynamics and which include people’s encounters with the state (Baud and Van Schendel 1997; 
Heyman 1994, 2017; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; T. M. Wilson and Donnan 1998). The border 
perspective goes hand in hand with discussions about the margins of the state. These 
approaches take the social margins as a vantage point to interrogate how people and 
institutions craft the state from these margins (Agudo Sanchíz and Estrada Saavedra 2011; Das 
and Poole 2004a; Fassin 2015; Joseph and Nugent 1994; Maldonado Aranda 2010; Daniel 
Nugent 1993; Rubin 1997). 
I offer a perspective from the borders and margins in three ways. First, the Coahuila-
Texas borderland is geographically, socially, economically and politically distant from the 
centers of power in Mexico and the United States. The case moves us away from perspectives 




of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles also force us to locate the borderland at the center and to 
study processes that transcend single nation-states.  
 Second, my work grapples with the margins of racial categories. The assumed 
distinctions between Blackness and Indianness become blurry when we look at their 
intersections and at how people negotiate with them and adopt them in various circumstances. 
It is an entry point into the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles articulate their projects 
and processes of racialization with the projects of the state, sometimes adapting to them and 
reproducing them, and other times shifting the terms of their inclusion and transforming the 
categories of the state from the socio-spatial and racial margins. 
Third, dispossession, violence, racism, and displacement have positioned Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles at the margins of the state. Their marginality is visible through 
poverty, legal status, racism, and even history. However, as Das and Poole (2004b) argue, state 
processes rely on their margins, and it is necessary to see the moments when Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles have formed part of the backbone that sustains state formation. It 
was evident in the nineteenth century when Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles became 
soldiers and exercised violence against the Apaches and Comanches in the name of the state. 
Their involvement in the Indian Wars facilitated settler colonialism and the consolidation of 
the border between Coahuila and Texas.  
 
Scales of analysis  
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles understand themselves as part of various spaces and social 
positions. My point of departure is that there is no single way of being Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole, as most writings about this group seem to assume, but that the community is in 




geographical location of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in two nation-states makes these 
tensions readily visible.  
My work navigates between four main spaces and their intersections: 1) Mexico and 2) 
the United States as separate national and racial formations, 3) the Coahuila-Texas borderland 
as a landscape with shared dynamics and history, and 4) the space of the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole community which crosses and intersects with all the other spaces.  
  
Ethnographic fieldwork and archival research  
I first traveled to the Coahuila-Texas borderland in the summer of 2012, and learning about 
Seminole Days, the main celebration of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Texas, I 
returned in September of that and the following years. I lived in Brackettville-Fort Clark 
Springs (FCS) from October 2014 until November 2015, using this space as a hub for 
researching additional locations in Texas where Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles live: Del 
Rio, Uvalde, Hondo, Harper, Kerrville, San Antonio, Austin, and Eagle Pass. After the first 
visit to El Nacimiento de los Negros, Coahuila in June 2015, I returned to conduct research 
there and in the neighboring town of Múzquiz from March to June in 2016. Since then, I have 
returned to the borderland for short visits to continue my research.  
Between 2012 and 2018, I conducted archival research both in Mexico (Mexico City and 
Coahuila) and in the United States (Texas, New York, and Connecticut). The Luis Alberto 
Guajardo Collection at Yale University and the General Archive of the State of Coahuila were 
my primary sources to explore the negotiations and terms of arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles in Mexico in 1850. Through the archives at the Secretary of Foreign Affairs and the 
General Archives in Mexico City, I sought to understand the discussions about Black 




(FCHS) were useful to explore the terms of recruitment of the Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles in the U.S. Army and their lives as soldiers. In the Kenneth Wiggins Porter Papers 
at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in New York, I examined unpublished 
material about Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, and I found numerous testimonies that 
gave me a glimpse of the oral history of the community. The rest of the archives I consulted 
were useful but not central in my research (see list at the end of this work). 
The most important documents came from those archives that I did not seek. People 
constantly surprised me with documents they owned, and they encouraged me to take pictures 
of them. A couple of times people even asked me to read the documents aloud to discuss them. 
Other times, they asked me to translate documents so they could understand. The personal 
archives that took me by surprise made me understand the importance of historicity and 
documents for Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ struggles and negotiations.  
I based my ethnographic research on in-depth interviews and oral history, but I mostly 
relied on participant observation. Volunteer work was my most effective way to engage in and 
understand community life. I worked closely with the officers of the Seminole Indian Scouts 
Cemetery Association (SISCA), the leading organization of Black Seminoles in Brackettville. 
SISCA is the center of decision making. They work for the preservation of the cemetery, where 
they have buried their ancestors since the nineteenth century, and for maintaining the 
community united through events. With SISCA, I collaborated in the curation and exhibit 
design of their community museum, and website. The time spent at the Carver School – the site 
of the museum – where I met almost daily with SISCA officers, represented a privileged space 
of learning and meeting interlocutors for my research. In Brackettville, I taught Spanish and 
English as second languages as a volunteer with HOPE Outreach, a non-profit, aligned with 




particular emphasis on assisting Hispanics, immigrants, and people in conditions of poverty. 
My work as a language teacher became an excellent entry point to the Hispanic community, on 
the one hand, and to the White Anglo community, on the other. In FCS, I became a columnist 
and regular correspondent for the Kinney County Post, the weekly local newspaper. Thanks to 
my participation in the newspaper, people in the region quickly learned who I was and this, in 
turn, opened many doors for my research. The newspaper became a critical space to test some 
of my research ideas and open conversations with many of my interlocutors. Finally, in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros I volunteered as a history and English teacher at the high school. As 
part of the school activities, I also collaborated with a group of students who developed a 
project for making, promoting and selling crafts made with horse hair. The school allowed me 
to understand the community from the perspective of youth while placing me face to face with 
the structural violence of the education system in rural Mexico.  
 I was racially ambiguous in the imaginary of many of my interlocutors (including state 
representatives like officers of the Border Patrol). This became a valuable asset to my research. 
White Anglos often saw me as Hispanic but educated, while Hispanics and Mexicans in 
Coahuila and Texas saw me as Mexican but White. An immigrant but with permiso 
(authorization). Located at the interstices of Whiteness and Brownness, racial and class 
categories informed by their connections with the nation in Mexico and the United States, I 
could move – not always smoothly – between different racialized communities and get a sense 
of their tensions and relations, while also experiencing and embodying some of these tensions. 
This, in turn, allowed me to observe and ask questions which I would probably not have asked 
from a different standpoint. Thus, my research was not only driven by my ethnographic and 




between different systems of racialization and my location at the meeting and conflicting points 
between racial borders.  
 
Categories and naming 
One of the main objectives of this study is to deconstruct racial categories and to understand 
how they have worked in specific historical and political settings. Hence, I ought to say 
something about the categories I use.  
 Black, White and Indian are racializations that lump together a great diversity of 
relations, historical trajectories, forms of being in the world, embodiments, understandings, and 
experiences. It is not my intention to present groups as homogeneous and fixed in space and 
time by using these colonial categories; the point is to understand what Blackness and 
Indianness mean and do for the people represented in this work.7 People have embraced these 
categories as much as they have contested them, so I use them while trying to discuss their 
historically and spatially specific meanings.8 In the case of Indian groups, I have used specific 
names, like Apaches and Comanches, when possible. However, there are two caveats to 
consider. First, sometimes these are names given by others, in many cases enemies, and second, 
people often identified with smaller units of their groups, especially in the nineteenth century. 
Such specificities are usually not evident in archival documents, where they are often referred 
to as “barbaric,” “savage,” or “uncivilized” (DeLay 2009, xii; Gwynne 2010). I stay close to 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ own identifications and categorizations, for example by 
                                                 
7 Although very relevant, the discussion of Whiteness is beyond the scope of this work. For discussions about 
Whiteness see Allen (2012a, 2012b), Buck (2001), Foley (1997), Haney López (2006), and Roediger (2007).  
8 In her genealogy about the term “Red,” Nancy Shoemaker (1997) invites us to decolonize the concept and to 
consider the possibility that people described themselves as “Red” before Europeans used it in a derogatory way. 
Her discussion points to the production of knowledge from groups like the Cherokee, and not just imposed by 




using the word negro instead of afrodescendiente, which is a recent coinage in academic and 
activist circles in Mexico and other Latin American countries.  
Anthropologists have criticized the concept of “tribe” as a colonial practice and as an 
unrealistic representation of bounded and homogeneous social groups (Fried 1975). However, I 
keep the concept for two reasons. On the one hand, discussions about Indian recognition in the 
United States commonly adopt the term tribe, although many groups prefer the term Nation as 
indicative of sovereignty. Black Seminoles in Texas, and more specifically a group seeking 
federal recognition, have named themselves a tribe. In Mexico, Negros Mascogos refer to 
themselves as “Tribu Negros Mascogos” (Negro Mascogo Tribe), and this name appears in 
official documents that highlight some degree of autonomy and self-determination. Because the 
term tribe for Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles points to autonomy and legal recognition, I 
have respected the way they name themselves, even though I acknowledge the colonial origins 
of the concept.  
Most Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole families are proud and willing to make their 
names public. However, many of these families are of mixed citizenship and legal status, which 
makes them vulnerable in the current hostile environment for immigrants in Texas and the rest 
of the United States. Because of this, I use pseudonyms to refer to the people mentioned in this 
work, unless they are public or historical figures.  
 
Outline of chapters 
Historians like Kenneth W. Porter (1996) and Kevin Mulroy (1993b) have already analyzed the 
complex history of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles. It is not my intention to merely enrich 
these historiographic approaches with additional findings and data or to reproduce the more 




(1999, 83–155). My interest instead is to explore the conditions of possibility of contemporary 
struggles. For this purpose, although this work is a historical ethnography, I do not follow a 
chronological narrative.  
The organization in this work is thematic. As opposed to chronological narratives, 
which present a linear history, this organization draws attention to the heterotemporality of 
the borderland. I take Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ engagement with history seriously, 
and make visible both, how the past is present in their lives, and how they mobilize history to 
stake their claims. In each of the chapters, I look at the past from a different angle to highlight 
the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles invoke history in relation to specific struggles and 
dynamics. As I mentioned at the beginning of this introduction, each chapter draws a map of 
the production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland. Each map corresponds to a specific struggle 
and its conditions of possibility. The organization of each of the chapters follows the same 
logic: I first introduce the struggle or problematic in the present, I then trace it back to history, 
and discuss the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles articulate and make sense of their 
present through their past. Stacked as a collective whole the maps tell the story of the making 
of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people, how they make sense of their lives, and the ways 
they navigate systems of domination and difference.  
 In chapter 1 I map race, class, and border struggles. I focus on racialization and warfare 
as bordering processes. I argue that nineteenth-century military warfare in articulation with 
the border regimes of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries established a racial order based 
on White supremacy that constituted the conditions of possibility of the racial geographies of 
the Coahuila-Texas borderland, and the interconnected making of Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole subalternity. I explore the gradual transformation of the Coahuila-Texas borderland 




developed through racialized violence. In the process, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
transitioned from a position of military prestige to a position of subalternity as working class 
and illegalized migrants.  
 Chapter 2 maps Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ ideas and struggles for freedom 
and dignification. I examine the production of the borderland through the transition from a 
single to two different racial regimes in the nineteenth century, one of enslavement and the 
other of abolition. I discuss the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles navigated these two 
racial regimes and negotiated their freedom. I also examine the role freedom plays in the 
construction of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ identification. Concretely, I explore the 
conditions of possibility of the arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Mexico in the 
mid-nineteenth century. I first discuss the processes of dispossession and forced migration that 
drove them to cross the border. Then I examine how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles came 
to understand Mexico as a space of racial freedom despite Mexico’s racist ideologies and 
practices. I argue that the specific needs Mexico had to protect itself from U.S. expansionism 
and Comanche and Apache raids, opened up the space of negotiation to make Black populations 
legible in the configuration of the nation. These processes shine a light on the ways racial 
negotiations at the borderland have traveled to the center, contributing to the making of the 
nation-state from its margins. 
 Chapter 3 maps land struggles and Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ claims to their 
place in history. I engage with the phrase “we won this land with blood,” regularly uttered by 
Negros Mascogos in El Nacimiento de los Negros. I employ the phrase to discuss the ways 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ participation as border enforcers under nineteenth-century 
state-organized violence in Mexico and the United States have become recurrent masculine 




Russ Castronovo’s (2001) concept of necro-citizenship to examine the ways death has 
structured the political life of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and how they mobilize the 
idea of death for legibility. I examine the internal fractures that result from the struggles, and 
the counter-narratives that women have developed to claim their place within the community.  
 In chapter 4 I map the claim to Black-Indianness. The chapter is about the production of 
the landscape through racialization, particularly the meanings Blackness and Indianness have 
taken at the Coahuila-Texas borderland. I discuss how different racializations of the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people articulate with specific discourses, projects, and practices 
within the Mexican and U.S. states. I analyze the uses and identifications with Indianness and 
Blackness in relation to particular material needs, namely documentation to obtain visas. I ask 
what different forms of racial legibility and ambiguity have done and still do for the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people, including the ways they navigate systems of domination and 
difference, and how they have transformed their subjectivity in the process. I propose to 
understand Indianness and Blackness as relations which take different meanings informed by 
socio-political processes, spatial locations, and racial projects. By analyzing racialization and 
naming, the chapter shines a light onto the ways states have made the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole people legible and how they have made themselves legible and illegible.  
 Chapter 5 maps the struggles for recognition and redistribution. It continues the 
discussion about racial legibility but with specific attention to its articulation with 
multiculturalism and current dynamics of legal recognition. I argue that the processes of 
racialization that began in the nineteenth century have worked as conditions of possibility for 
current forms of identification and struggles for recognition. While in Mexico Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles grapple with the dynamics of their recognition as Afrodescendants 




recognition as an Indian tribe. The chapter describes the costs of recognition by examining the 
processes of bordering inside the community, and by addressing the politics and interests of 
external actors, especially concerning tourism. I contend that the authorized ways of being 
Indian and Black in state-led multiculturalism work as mechanisms of racism. They consign 
Blackness and Indianness to an idealized past and a position of subalternity in the context of 
hegemonic Whiteness in the United States and mestizaje in Mexico.  
 The conclusion focuses on the politics of refusal of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
people. I first discuss the current challenges they confront in terms of fractures and the 
difficulties of acting as a collective whole. These fractures have resulted from their negotiations 
of legibility and the socio-political processes that have shaped their trajectory. However, after 
acknowledging those challenges, I address the multiple ways Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles have demonstrated resilience and politics of refusal. I end with a hopeful note on the 
possibilities border crossers are offering the community through their Black-Indian and 
transborder consciousness. It is through them that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles may be 





Chapter 1. Racial Geographies and the Making of Subalternity 
 
“Beaumont was a Black street,” a woman remarked. She then reminisced about a time when 
Brackettville was full of Black Seminoles, indicating the places where specific families used to 
live. Brackettville remains the symbolic space of the Black Seminole community in Texas, but 
most of those families are gone now. For this woman, Beaumont street brings back an image of 
the past when there was a strong Black Seminole community of “cousins” which now only 
becomes alive the third week of September during Seminole Days. This is the most important 
celebration because it is when relatives from Coahuila, Oklahoma, California, New York, and 
Texas travel to Brackettville. During Seminole Days, Beaumont and Brackettville become 
Black again. 
Beaumont is part of a racialized geography, a mapping of racial signifiers which refer to 
social locations. Racial geographies not only refer to effects in space, but to technologies of 
power which produce space in racial terms, and are therefore about materiality as much as 
representation (J. N. Brown 2005; Saldaña-Portillo 2016). If Beaumont is a Black street, even if 
it is no longer visibly Black, the rest of the streets of Brackettville are Hispanic. Fort Clark 
Springs (FCS) is White, and El Nacimiento de los Negros is negro (Black). In this chapter, I 
trace the first map of the production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland via its racial 
geographies. I examine how these racial geographies originated and how they shape relations 
between Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and other groups.  
I argue that an ongoing militarization, which has targeted different racialized 
populations throughout history, has shaped the making of the borderland. The Indian Wars in 
the nineteenth century and the gradual establishment of a border regime in the twentieth 




States and their processes of state formation. Through racialized violence, both nations 
established a hegemonic order based on White supremacy in the nineteenth century, and on 
Whiteness and mestizaje in the twentieth century.9 The consolidation of the border and the 
racial order were the conditions of possibility of the racial geographies of Brackettville, FCS, 
and El Nacimiento de los Negros that we observe today.  
In the first part of the chapter, I describe the racial geographies of the present. The 
objective is to introduce El Nacimiento de los Negros, Brackettville, and FCS through their 
race, class, and gender tensions. In the second and third parts, I trace racial geographies to two 
historical moments. The first moment is the making of Brackettville, FCS and El Nacimiento 
de los Negros as military spaces to fight the Indian Wars in the nineteenth century. The first 
Black peoples to populate the three places were the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole soldiers 
who fought the wars, and their families. The second moment is the establishment of a border 
regime that racialized Mexicans in Texas and shaped their subalternity.  
In the nineteenth century, Mexico and the United States racialized the Comanches and 
Apaches as “savage” to justify their elimination. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles negotiated 
their relations with both states by becoming soldiers and exercising violence against the 
Comanches and Apaches in the name of the state. After a long history of violence and 
dispossession, and as a strategy of survival to escape slavery, Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles became enforcers of settler colonialism and contributed to the process of state 
formation. They were an instrument to draw a racial geography that opposed “barbarism” to 
                                                 
9 The liberal ideas of mestizaje in nineteenth-century Mexico and before the Revolution (1910-1920) did not 
exclude Whiteness as the site of wealth and status. The “mixed race” was a transitional “race” that would lead to 
Whiteness. Mexico promoted European migration to facilitate the transition and “whiten the race.” The ideas of 
mestizaje changed after the Revolution. The project of mestizaje valued and praised Indigenous cultures and the 




“civilization,” and that dispossessed Comanches and Apaches from their land and way of life. In 
exchange, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles gained prestige, citizenship, and land.  
At the turn of the twentieth century, when the war with the Comanches and Apaches 
ended, a new racial geography defined the borderland. In 1924 the creation of the Border Patrol 
and the Johnson-Reed Act, which established immigration quotas to enter the United States, 
marked the beginning of a border regime. Border regimes are a series of institutions, ideologies, 
practices, and technologies that regulate mobility and exchange across the international border 
(Borneman 1998, 2012). In the border regime Mexicans, Chinese, and other non-White people 
became the new “other,” and the racial geography of the borderland changed. Mexicans, along 
with Blacks, became the target of violence and space became racialized, separating Whites, 
Blacks, and Mexicans. In the transformation from a hegemonic project based on a civilizing 
discourse that privileged warfare against the “uncivilized,” to a project relying on national 
sovereignty via immigrant exclusion, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles crossed from a 
position of prestige via military service, to a working-class and immigrant subaltern position.  
Military officers in nineteenth-century Europe and the United States often referred to 
lower rank members as subalterns (Ludden 2002, 4). In that sense, Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles were subaltern as soldiers. In her discussion about Gramsci’s work, Kate Crehan 
(2016) reminds us that there is not one single subalternity but specific forms of subalternity in 
relation to specific historical moments and relations with the state. The meanings of 
subalternity change, and it is in this sense that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles moved from 
a relation of subalternity within military ranks to a subalternity detached from prestige and 





Racial Geographies  
 
Map 1. Coahuila-Texas Borderland 
 
El Nacimiento de los Negros, Coahuila 
Driving south from Texas and crossing the Eagle Pass-Piedras Negras international bridge, 
the street vendors, the noise, the colors, the smell of food, and the pedestrians, all indicate that 
this is Mexican space. The large ranches stand out for their decorations with palm trees, bright 
colors, and trucks, which any person from Coahuila would identify as drug trafficking markers. 
The military checkpoints and the visible weapons carried by uniformed men also become part of 




El Nacimiento de los Negros belongs to the municipality of Múzquiz and is 183 
kilometers south of the Eagle Pass-Piedras Negras international bridges. It is a rural town 
isolated from services and infrastructure (Figure 2). For example, the government of Múzquiz 
only built the health clinic at the end of 2016, and until it is fully operational, women who 
benefit from social programs like PROSPERA still need to walk and cross the non-bridged 
river to get to the neighboring town of Cuarterones y Morelos to attend the required 
workshops at the clinic and receive their money.10 
Table 1 shows the indexes of marginality and socioeconomic characteristics of El 
Nacimiento de los Negros in 2010 (CONAPO 2010). CONAPO associates marginality with lack 
of opportunities and skills, lack of access to services that promote wellbeing, and vulnerability. 
CONAPO calculates the indexes of marginality by measuring education, housing, population 
distribution, and income.  
 
Table 1. Indexes of marginality in El Nacimiento de los Negros, 2010. 
Total population 243 
Female 121 
Male 132 
Inhabited homes 63 
Illiteracy (15 years or older) 6.21% 
Did not finish elementary school (15 years or older) 43.60% 
Inhabited homes without toilet  1.59% 
Inhabited homes without electricity 1.59% 
Inhabited homes without tap water 14.29% 
Average of people sharing a room 1.23 
Inhabited houses with a dirt floor 11.11% 
Inhabited houses without a refrigerator 6.35% 
Marginality index -0.86 
Degree of marginality Medium 
Marginality index in the 0-100 scale 7.78 
Place in Mexico 87,425 (Total: 107,458) 
Place in Coahuila 583 (Total: 1,171) 
                                                 
10 PROSPERA is a federal government program for families in condition of poverty. The main targets are married 
women who acquire responsibilities to receive economic support. Among their responsibilities is the attendance to 




One of the things that stand out from this table is the low level of education in El Nacimiento 
de los Negros, which relates to the occupations families have. Most people work in farming 
(corn, beans, and wheat) and cattle raising (cattle, goats, and sheep), but these are primarily 
subsistence activities (Figure 3). Their primary economic income comes from day labor in 
neighboring towns, seasonal work as cowboys in Texas ranches along the border or ranches in 
the Coahuila region, or wage work in maquilas (assembly plants) and coal mines. While some 
women engage in these jobs, it is mostly men who do them. Women often take cooking and 
cleaning day jobs in the neighboring town of El Nacimiento de los Kikapú, and weave tule for 
the Kickapoo traditional houses.11 These jobs help families make ends meet, but most of them 
rely heavily on remittances their relatives send from Texas.  
 
 
Figure 2. Panoramic view showing the elementary school of El Nacimiento de los Negros. Photo: Dzilam Méndez. 
 
                                                 
11 The Kickapoo Indians migrated to Mexico in 1850 with Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and are now their 
neighbors. They are a transborder population recognized as a federal tribe in the United States and, unlike Negros 





Figure 3. Negros Mascogos preparing to sell milk, El Nacimiento de los Negros. Photo: Dzilam Méndez. 
 
In El Nacimiento de los Negros there are three racial classifications: negros limpios (clean 
Blacks), cuarterones (mixed), and mexicanos (Mexican). There is only one senior woman who is 
considered a negra limpia, meaning that both her parents were Black. Mexicanos are those 
people, mostly women, who married into the Negro Mascogo community. Negros Mascogos 
use the term mexicano to refer to mestizos, that is, people of Indigenous and European 
ancestry.12 Cuarterones are the descendants of negros and mexicanos. Because there is only one 
negra limpia left, cuarterones refer to themselves as negros, although they acknowledge that they 
have mixed, or as some say: “ya estamos todos mixteados” (we are all mixed). Even though local 
classifications distinguish between negros and mexicanos, people find it important to emphasize 
                                                 
12 Numerous scholars have argued that the term mestizo means a lot more than the mixture of Indigenous and 
European people. For example, in her genealogy of the concept mestizo, Marisol de la Cadena shows that in 
colonial times mestizo denoted a transgression of the rule of faith and its logic of limpieza de sangre (purity of 
blood). Limpieza de sangre “discriminated against those that it identified as pagans ranking pure Christian lineages 
higher than lineages stained by conversos (baptised Jews, Muslims or Indians)” (2005, 265). De la Cadena argues 
that racial theories that defined mestizo as biological mixing did not cancel the faith-based definition, but that 




that their identification as Negros Mascogos does not exclude Mexicanness: “nosotros somos 
mexicanos porque nacimos con la bandera, pero también somos mascogos” (we are Mexican because we 
were born under the Mexican flag, but we are also Mascogos). 
In the racial geography of the Municipality of Múzquiz, El Nacimiento de los Negros is 
Black. The neighboring towns, El Nacimiento de los Kikapú, and Cuarterones y Morelos are 
Indian and cuarterón, respectively. The other towns are mexicanos.  
The Kickapoos live in El Nacimiento de los Kikapú. They self-identify as Indian, and 
Negros Mascogos call them indios. Negros Mascogos emphasize their Blackness and distance 
themselves from los indios for various reasons. First, when Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
were soldiers in the Indian Wars of the nineteenth century, they mostly fought against the 
Comanches and Apaches, but there were also fights against the Kickapoos. Negros Mascogos 
have internalized the idea that the Comanches, Apaches, and Kickapoos of the nineteenth 
century were indios malos (bad Indians) from whom they had to defend themselves and the 
nation, and these ideas inform the perceptions of today. Second, there are many narratives 
about the involvement of the Kickapoos in drug smuggling and their violent actions (Mager 
Hois 2004). These stigmas contribute to Negros Mascogos’ perceptions of Kickapoos as indios 
malos. Third, many Negros Mascogos work for the Kickapoos and are in a position of 
subordination.  
Negros Mascogos also distinguish themselves from the residents of Cuarterones y 
Morelos, where racially mixed people live, that is, Blacks who intermarried with mexicanos and 
their descendants (see chapter 3). In daily life, the borders between El Nacimiento de los 
Negros and Cuarterones y Morelos are not rigid. They often intermarry and attend each 




and emphasize their Blackness and oppose it to Cuarterones y Morelos’ “non-Blackness” in 
land-related dynamics.  
I will analyze the historical processes that shaped the use of these categories later, but 
for now, it is important to highlight that none of these racial categories are clearly defined or 
uncontested. Indeed, they are a source of tensions and debates that often materialize in access 
to resources and land disputes. The category Negro Mascogo, for example, does not have the 
same meaning to everybody from El Nacimiento de los Negros. To some, being Negro 
Mascogo is synonymous of being Black, while to others, being Black does not necessarily attach 
to being Negro Mascogo, since they affirm that some Black families migrated from the state of 
Veracruz in Mexico and do not share the same history.13 Furthermore, while some people 
understand Blackness as a genealogical classification, to others, it is a phenotypical marker 
mostly related to the color of their skin. In an informal conversation, for example, a woman 
whose skin is very light, who has a cuarterona mother and a mexicano father, and who self-
identifies as negra, expressed her discomfort with the ideas about racial purity: “There is 
discrimination here, but the other way around. The problem is if you are not Black. And I really 
don’t understand that. They told me that I was not Black in front of everybody.”14 In the 
understanding of this woman, being negra means being Negra Mascoga, and it is a form of 
identification that is less connected to phenotype than to heritage.  
The understanding of those people whose skin is dark and who therefore embody 
Blackness relies a lot more on phenotype. A man who is visibly Black, for example, explained to 
me that “Mascogos do not need to be introduced […]. If they see me walking on the Múzquiz 
                                                 
13 Many enslaved people who did not settle with Seminoles escaped from plantations in the United States and 
some arrived in El Nacimiento de los Negros. See Mock (2010, 201) for a testimony about Isaac and Albert 
Gordon, who fled from Alabama.  
14 “Es que aquí hay discriminación, pero al revés. El problema es si no eres negro. Y yo la verdad no entiendo eso. A mí me 




plaza, they say ‘there goes one of the Blacks.’ But if they see others, they only see them as 
Mexican.”15 Another man, also with dark skin, was far more explicit in terms of the racial 
consequences of the visibility of his Blackness when he told me that he avoided going to 
Mexico City because he does not know how people will react to the color of his skin. The 
meanings of Blackness to these two men, who embody this racial marker in their skin, goes well 
beyond blood and heritage, and become materialized in their experiences of being looked at, 
which motivates pride (as in the case of the first man), or experiences of discrimination (as in 
the case of the second man).  
The indexing of the space of El Nacimiento de los Negros through race is also present 
in more quotidian settings. Negro, Negrito, Negra, or Negrita, for example, are common 
nicknames, and people often refer to those who belong to the community as “la negrada” (the 
Black mob). It is also a common expression in Mexican Black populations in Guerrero, 
Veracruz, and Oaxaca. In daily conversations Negros Mascogos often joke about Blackness, 
saying things like “yo no tomo café porque me pone prieta” (I don’t drink coffee because it makes me 
Black). Even in those cases where people talked about discrimination either for being classified 
as not being Black enough (as the woman), or for being Black in a Mexican society which 
discriminates against Black people (as the second man), I never encountered a person who did 
not express pride for being Black or Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole. In chapter 2 I argue that 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles base this pride on their self-perception as a people that 
fought for freedom and gained it.  
Tensions do not only surface among negros, as mexicanos often express that they feel left 
out. Aside from land rights, which I will discuss at length in chapter 3, the most notable 
                                                 
15 “Los mascogos se presentan solos […]. Si a mí me ven caminando en la plaza de Múzquiz dicen ‘ahí va uno de los negros.’ 




distinction between negros and mexicanos is during their funeral rituals. When Negros 
Mascogos die, their relatives place their coffins outside of their home, in the open air, and some 
people, mostly women, sing Capeyuye while others mourn the deceased, eat, and drink. Capeyuye 
is the traditional music of Negros Mascogos, and it is closely related to Negro Spirituals in the 
United States.16 When mexicanos die, however, their wake must be inside of the house, and there 
is no singing for them. A mexicana told me that even in death things are different for them, and 
she indicated that she felt discriminated for being a woman and for her classification as an 
outsider. As a woman, because when there are town meetings, they are only for men, and only 
on special occasions is it specified that women should attend. As an outsider, because mexicanas 
cannot express their opinion or interfere in community affairs, nor can they plant crops because 
they do not have land rights. There was one time, she said, that a mexicano who married in the 
community felt terrible because he wanted to help in an activity related to community labor, 
but he was asked to leave the organizing meeting because he was not negro.  
 Race relations are a point of constant tension in El Nacimiento de los Negros and define 
many of the processes unfolding there. The racial geographies that define boundaries between 
negros, cuarterones, indios, and mexicanos originated when Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
arrived in Mexico in 1850. As Black colonists and soldiers in the Indian Wars, they gained 
citizenship and collective land ownership of El Nacimiento de los Negros. As I will discuss in 
chapter 3, they mobilize these racial borders to defend their rights to land and make claims to 
                                                 
16 In his discussion about performance of Blackness in El Nacimiento de los Negros, ethnomusicologist Alejandro 
L. Madrid explains the origins of Capeyuye as follows: “The capeyuye is a singing tradition closely related to the 
Negro spirituals that originated in the Baptist Church hymns of the Deep South. Customarily sung at funerals and 
during Christmas and New Year’s celebrations in Creole English by a group of a capella women, the capeyuye gets 
its name from a phonetic variation of the phrase “Happy New Year.” […] Like in Negro spirituals, capeyuye lyrics 
feature the sense of loss, melancholy, and hope that characterizes Afro-American spirituals singing. Recurring 
topics include impermanence, the need to be always prepared for death, and the reunion of family members in the 
afterlife. As Leticia […] a Mascoga capeyuye singer says, the cantos are ‘our farewell to the death… that’s what 




autonomy. Before I make the connections between the racial geographies of El Nacimiento de 
los Negros and the origins of the town in the nineteenth century, it is necessary to introduce 
Brackettville and FCS as their racial geographies also originated during the Indian Wars.  
   
Brackettville and Fort Clark Springs, Texas 
Highway 90 is the physical boundary between the city of Brackettville and the “2,700 acre 
gated resort and leisure living community” of FCS (“Fort Clark Springs” n.d.). Once one of the 
most important military stations in Texas, Fort Clark was established in 1852 and deactivated 
in 1946, when the Texas Railway Equipment Company (a subsidiary of Brown and Root 
Company) bought it to demolish the buildings for salvage. However, realizing the historical 
relevance of the nineteenth-century military buildings, Herman Brown, of Brown and Root, 
opened the “Fort Clark Guest Ranch” in the early 1950s and turned it into a vacation site. In 
1971 Nat Mendelsohn purchased it and developed it into the country club and private home 
community that is known today as FCS.17 Today, FCS is a census-designated place (CDP) and 
has an independent administration, but it still relies on the services of Brackettville, the seat of 
Kinney County. Brackettville developed parallel to Fort Clark in the nineteenth century, 
providing supplies, services, and entertainment to the soldiers via its stores, cantinas, and 
restaurants. Its economy has always been dependent on Fort Clark, benefiting from its 
population growth in military times, from the numerous Western movies filmed in FCS and the 
Alamo Village from the 1960s until the end of the 1990s, and from the flow of visitors and 
                                                 
17 “Fort Clark Springs Will Become All-Year Family Resort and Spa.” n.d. Fort Clark Springs Bugle 1(1). UTSA 




hunters that FCS currently attracts to the region (Haenn 2002; Kinney County Historical 
Commission 1978; Pirtle and Cusack 1985; Swanson 2003).18  
Brackettville and FCS are mutually dependent but socially disconnected. Highway 90 is 
more than a physical boundary between these two places. The nineteenth-century military 
architecture is still visible on both sides of Highway 90 (Figures 4 and 5), but it is in the living 
and daily spaces that the social boundaries become evident. The large cement or brick houses 
and paved streets of FCS contrast with the prefabricated homes and some of the damaged or 
unpaved streets of Brackettville. One only needs to cross Highway 90 to enter a quite different 
space: from the gated community of “La Fortaleza” (the fortress) as some Mexicans call FCS, to 




Figure 4. Former Quartermaster Corps Commissary, FCS. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
                                                 
18 The Alamo Village was the first movie location built in Texas. It was designed as the set for John Wayne’s The 
Alamo in 1960, and it was later used for several other movies. It also became an important tourist attraction in the 
region, but it is now closed to the public. Although some movie scenes are still occasionally filmed in The Alamo 
Village, it has lost its appeal as movie set and as tourist attraction (see Farkis 2015, 2017).  
19 A resident of Brackettville said: “One day someone told me in the face: you are Brackettville trash.” I have heard 





Figure 5. Abandoned building, Brackettville. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
The following charts with data from the 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-
Year Estimates show some socioeconomic contrasts between these two places (United States 
Census Bureau n.d.). The main differences between FCS and Brackettville are age, race, and 
class. A high percentage of the population in FCS is of retirement age, especially because this is 
a preferred place by people from other parts of Texas or other states to buy houses and spend 
their last years of life. Younger people who live in FCS are usually Border Patrol employees 
who settle with their families in the borderland during their appointment. In contrast, 
Brackettville hosts a younger population (Chart 1). The most visible difference, however, is the 
racial composition of each place. While FCS is inhabited mostly by White people, Brackettville 
is overwhelmingly Hispanic (Chart 2). Connected to race are the differences in class position in 
terms of levels of education and income. In Brackettville 25% of the population older than 25 
did not study beyond the ninth grade, as opposed to the 2% of FCS (Chart 3), and the difference 
in per capita income is $6,479 (Chart 4). Compared to the rest of Texas, however, even FCS is 
marginal in terms of income, or as a young man told me once: “nothing from the state has 




Chart 1. Population and age. FCS and Brackettville 
 
 






Chart 3. Education level of population 25 years and over. FCS and Brackettville. 
 
 





Although the statistics give a sense of the socio-economic characteristics of FCS and 
Brackettville, it is necessary to be critical of these numbers. The first thing to consider is the 
low percentage of people classified as “Non-Hispanic Black or African American.” The statistics 
do not consider people who self-identify as Black-Mexican, like Negro Mascogo migrants. It is 
thus possible to think that the category Hispanic blends together people who are Mexican 
(White, Black, and mestizo), Tejanos (Texans of Mexican descent), and Hispanics (White, Black, 
and mestizo Latinos born in the United States).20  
Many of the Mexicans residing in the region are undocumented and are probably 
undercounted, including numerous people who are also Black. My ethnographic observations 
suggest that there is a much larger number of people in Brackettville who self-identify as Black. 
It is true, however, that although Brackettville is the center of the Black Seminole community 
in Texas, many Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles now live outside of Brackettville, in 
surrounding towns like Del Rio, Uvalde, Sabinal, Harper, Kerrville, Eagle Pass, San Antonio, 
and Austin, or in border ranches between Eagle Pass and Laredo. The emigration of Black 
Seminoles from Brackettville resulting from labor and education needs has reduced the 
percentage of the Black population in Brackettville in the past decades.  
The second thing to consider is that the floating population of “Winter Texans” is also 
undercounted. These temporary residents travel from cold weather states to live in FCS during 
the winter season. Many of them are owners of at least two homes (one in FCS, and another 
usually outside of Texas), they have long term rental leases or stay in their RV trailers. 
Although there are no statistics, locals affirm that Winter Texans double the population, and 
                                                 
20 The term Tejano indexes a regional identity that combines, but at the same time distinguishes itself from, U.S. 
and Mexican identification. For historical discussions of Tejano identity see Buitron (2004), Montejano (1987), and 




since their socio-economic profiles are very similar to those permanent residents of FCS, during 
the winter season the contrasts with Brackettville are far more visible.  
The socio-economic boundaries become manifest in people’s experiences. In a 
conversation with a permanent resident of FCS who is Tejano, for example, the woman 
described a moment when she was at a religious event. “Eran todos gringos,” she said. Then, 
code-switching between Spanish and English, she joked about how happy these people were 
that she cooked enchiladas and made the point that she and her family tried to keep their culture 
and traditions alive. Her emphasis on the fact that she was surrounded by happy “gringos” who 
enjoyed her food was laying the groundwork to express deeper emotions about this situation 
where she felt like an outsider.  
There is an invisible wall dividing us. When I arrived, I volunteered in Fort Clark and 
felt that my opinions didn’t count. They treated me como que yo no sé nada (like I knew 
nothing). I wondered if there was something wrong with the color of my skin. I then 
decided to quit on that side and started volunteering in Brackettville. 
 
In her understanding, not only is there an invisible wall, but it is a racialized wall, and although 
she is among the few permanent residents in FCS classified as Hispanic in the census, she feels 
better on the other side – Brackettville – with people who are like her.  
The feeling of invisible walls separating Brackettville from FCS is not one-sided. 
Indeed, nearly everybody is aware of these boundaries. For instance, one of my Spanish 
students, a White-Anglo permanent resident of FCS, acknowledged that she and her husband 
are not exposed to Spanish. In her mental map, Brackettville is a Hispanic space, and FCS is an 
Anglo space. Even though she crosses Highway 90 to get into Brackettville to go to church, 
use the post office, go to the bank, eat in some of the restaurants, or buy groceries, she knows 
that in these shared spaces people remain separated from one another. As she told me, her 




HOPE Outreach and the Methodist Church, who organized the Spanish lessons, affirmed that 
the point of the project was to “overcome the language barriers with the community,” which is 
an effort to bridge the divides between FCS and Brackettville.  
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were once part of Fort Clark. They were the 
segregated unit called Seminole Negro Indian Scouts who, recruited by the U.S. Army, 
returned from Mexico in 1870 to fight Comanche and Apache people in Texas. It was in 1914 
that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles crossed the local border and became part of 
Brackettville when the Army discharged them (Porter 1996, 214). The border crossing 
included changes in their class position: from prestigious – although segregated – soldiers, to 
cowboys, cooks, domestic workers, road and construction workers, truck drivers, and oil 
workers, among others. Today most of the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles who enter FCS 
do it to work cleaning houses, for doing other job-related activities, and for special celebrations, 
but their everyday lives develop in Brackettville and surrounding towns. In Brackettville, 
Beaumont Street is of great importance for the Black Seminole community.  
If Beaumont was a Black street, as the woman described at the beginning of this chapter 
remembers, it became racialized in the articulation between the military and the Carver School. 
The military attracted Black people to the region, and the Carver School enabled the 
reinforcement of ties within the Black Seminole community.  
 Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were not the first Blacks to arrive in Fort Clark 
and Brackettville. In 1860 there were 16 free Blacks in Kinney County. However, by the mid-
1870s between 400 and 500 Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole soldiers had moved into the area 
with their families, becoming more than a third of the total population of Kinney County, which 




Located on Beaumont Street, the Carver School was established in 1922 as the school 
for Black people in the context of Jim Crow segregation, which in Texas not only applied to 
Blacks but also Mexicans (Foley 1997; Montejano 1987; Nájera 2015).21 Until 1922, Black 
Seminoles had held school at their Gilead Baptist Church, first in Fort Clark and then in 
Brackettville, but since 1922 they could attend elementary school and be certified for it. By 
1942 the U.S. Army moved a large number of African American soldiers to Fort Clark. The 
demand for education grew, and the Carver School was remodeled to accommodate African 
American students who were not Black Seminoles (Kinney County Historical Commission 
1978, 119–20).22 
With integration in the 1960s, Black students attended the Brackett High School and 
the Jones Elementary school with the rest of White and Hispanic children. The Carver School 
building was not necessary anymore, and the Brackett Independent School District (BISD) 
decided to sell it. Charles Emily Wilson, the former principal at the Carver School, declared in 
an interview that it was a shock for her when in the summer of 1963 maintenance men started 
to clean the school and told her that the building was for sale (cited in Rodgers and Schott 
1997, 594). Black Seminoles had used the Carver School and provided for most of its upkeep, 
and this would be a significant loss for them. It was then that Miss Charles, as people called 
her, organized the Black Seminole community. She used her social networks in Brackettville to 
obtain a loan and to buy the building. She described the process in interviews by B. Ann 
Rodgers in 1992 and Shirley Boteler Mock in 1996: “‘Well, the whites didn’t see how the blacks 
could afford to buy the school…. How did they raise the money?’ she added, laughing in 
triumph. ‘Well, they sold chicken suppers. The bank loaned us the money. It took a number of 
                                                 
21 Prior to segregation Mexicans were also subject to mob violence (Carrigan and Webb 2013; Muñoz Martinez 
2018). 





meetings with the city before they agreed to sell the building to us’” (cited in Mock 2010, 154). 
In November 1965, the BISD deeded the school grounds to SISCA, and the Carver School has 
been the headquarters of the association ever since. Miss Charles passed away in 2006, but 
Black Seminoles remember her as a leader and as their teacher. Through her remembrance, 
they also evoke how they built a Black Seminole community at the Carver School.  
The racial geographies of Brackettville-FCS demarcate boundaries between Whites, 
Hispanics and Blacks, and shape class distinctions. Like the racial geographies of El Nacimiento 
de los Negros, the origins of these spatializations are in the Indian Wars of the nineteenth 
century. On the Texan side of the border, we must also consider the establishment of the 
border regime as a condition of possibility. Let us look at the Indian Wars first.  
 
Military Landscapes 
In this section I lay the groundwork to situate Fort Clark, Brackettville, and El Nacimiento de 
los Negros as military spaces established to fight the Indian Wars. In her discussion about the 
Chihuahuan frontier, Ana María Alonso argues that “an analysis of the social and ideological 
structuring of violence is a prerequisite for an understanding of frontier society and history” 
(1995, 21). What is important for the author is the social organization of warfare which shaped 
the North of Mexico and South of the United States for more than two centuries during 
colonialism and after Independence, and which contributed to the formation of “norteño” 
society and ideology. I expand Alonso’s argument to propose that up until today, racialized 
violence and warfare still shape the Coahuila-Texas borderland. The mechanisms have 
changed, transitioning from the Indian Wars of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to 
other forms of warfare in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries through the Wars on Drugs, 




attention to the social and ideological structuring of violence as a bordering process and its 
different expressions throughout history to understand the Coahuila-Texas borderland.  
 
The making of military towns  
“It is sort of a time capsule. It’s surreal how there’s so much emphasis on history.” This 
description of FCS made by a young man who grew up there could not be more accurate. 
Entering FCS is like entering the nineteenth century, not only because of the military 
architecture, but because preserving history is something fundamental in this place, and some 
people take it to the extent of practicing living history, meaning that in some events they dress 
up with special outfits of the time. The history that people remember, however, is 
overwhelmingly military, leaving almost no space for other kinds of narratives. These 
memories of the past become materialized in people’s narratives in the present: They surface in 
the narratives about buildings and structures that no longer exist; the rubble of nineteenth-
century walls and empty buildings in Brackettville and FCS; the numerous arrowheads that 
some people hunt as treasures from the “Indian past;” and the tales of the ghosts of soldiers, 
specters and haunted places a man tells in the “Ghost Tours” which take place in FCS during 
Halloween.  
However, memories, buildings, ghost stories, and arrowheads do more than evoke a 
nostalgic past. Take the arrowheads as an example. Several times in FCS and El Nacimiento de 
los Negros people showed me arrowheads they found accidentally or as a result of targeted 
searches. The narrative of these collectors on both sides of the border was similar. They would 
show me the arrowheads with pride, and they would tell me that they were arrowheads used by 
the “Indians of the past.” The Fort Clark Museum Gift Store also sells arrowheads so visitors 




Argentine Gran Chaco, these arrowheads saturate the landscape with the haunting presence of 
Comanches and Apaches and make “apparent the extent of the Indians’ absence” (2014, 36). In 
other words, the presence of these Indians through their material debris indexes the places and 
ideologies responsible for their disappearance in the region, namely military forts in the United 
States and colonias militares (military colonies) in Mexico, and the relations of warfare and 
violence that served as backbone for the production of the landscape.  
On February 19, 1863, Cayetano R. Falcón issued a document informing the residents 
of Coahuila’s northern towns that because the extermination of “savage tribes” through war 
had proven to be difficult, the government of Coahuila had made it legal to exterminate them 
by poisoning their water sources.23 We do not know from this document whether the water 
was poisoned or not, but what the notice does reflect is the unrest these so-called “savage 
tribes” caused local governments and the radical measures they were willing to take to 
exterminate them. However, this was not just a local or even a Mexican issue. It was a 
binational concern that exacerbated after the signature of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 
1848 and the drawing of the Mexico-United States border after the war between the two 
countries (1846-1848).  
Brian DeLay’s work highlights these “international alarms over Indians” (2009, xiii) by 
taking Article 11 of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo as a window into the negotiations 
between both states to manage the perceived threat of raids by Comanche, Lipan Apache, 
Mescalero Apache, and other groups. Article 11 states that:  
                                                 
23 “Ya que no es posible acabar con las tribus bárbaras que asolan nuestros campos por medio de una guerra ordinaria, el 
gobierno ha creído lícito exterminarlos envenenando las tinajas solitarias y escondidas frecuentadas por ese enemigo, y lejanas 
de nuestras poblaciones, a cuyo efecto ha enviado al C. comandante Ugartechea dos botellas de una preparación venenosa y 
otras dos al C. Jesús Carranza, lo que aviso a usted de orden del C. gobernador para que lo haga entender a los habitantes de 
los pueblos de ese distrito, para evitar que alguno o algunas sean víctimas del veneno que se prepara para los salvajes.” 
Cayetano R. Falcón. “Envenenamiento de aguajes para exterminar a los “salvajes”, 1863. February 19, 1863, 




Considering that a great part of the territories which, by the present treaty, are to be 
comprehended for the future within the limits of the United States, is now occupied by 
savage tribes who will hereafter be under the exclusive control of the Government of 
the United States, and whose incursions within the territory of Mexico would be 
prejudicial in the extreme, it is solemnly agreed that all such incursions shall be forcibly 
restrained by the Government of the United States whensoever this may be necessary 
(“Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo” 1848). 
 
 By the time Mexico and the United States reached the agreement that granted 
responsibility to the United States to pacify the region from Comanche and Apache raids, the 
borderland was already devastated by two processes: (1) The U.S. invasion and the internal 
tensions between federalists and centralists that resulted in the loss of Mexico’s northern 
territories; and (2) the Indian Wars, which escalated since the 1830s, when Comanches, Kiowas, 
Apaches, Navajos, and other groups abandoned the peace agreements they had maintained with 
people in the region since the late eighteenth century. They did this because of the military 
weakness of the recently formed Mexican state. More importantly, they were responding to the 
signing of the Indian Removal Act on May 28, 1830, by U.S. President Andrew Jackson, and 
resisting their forced removal (Alonso 1995; DeLay 2009; Reséndez 2005).  
The losses were devastating for all parties, the economy was ruined, demographic 
growth stalled, and many places depopulated because of the violence. In the eyes of diplomats, 
administration officials, editors, and members of Congress in the United States, it was logical to 
intervene given Mexico’s apparent inability to end the violence. Bryan DeLay (2009) argues 
that the conflict with Comanches, Apaches, Kiowas, and other groups is one of the multiple 
causes of the U.S. intervention in Mexico and the consequent loss of this country’s northern 
territories. This perspective acknowledges Indians not only as victims but as political actors, 




perpetrator binary that opposes Mexico to the United States and homogenizes Indians without 
acknowledging their internal fights and their alliances with national governments.24  
 As a result of Article 11 of Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and in connection to the 
discovery of gold in California in 1848, the government of the United States established 
military forts along the border to protect travelers and settlers and to combat Comanches and 
Apaches. Among the eleven posts that “formed an eight-hundred-mile defense line” (Leiker 
2010, 46) were Fort Duncan and Fort Clark, where Seminole Negro Indian Scouts (Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole soldiers) served from 1870 to 1872, and from 1872 to 1914, 
respectively.  
 For decades, people saw the area of Las Moras Springs as “an oasis in a dry and thirsty 
land” (Pirtle and Cusack 1985, 13). The location of this water supply was convenient for its 
proximity to the border and as a resting point on the road between San Antonio and El Paso 
(mainly used by travelers going to California during the Gold Rush). U.S. officers chose Las 
Moras Springs for the establishment of Fort Clark in 1852. As in numerous spaces chosen for 
settlement, this was not unoccupied land, but an area disputed between Lipans, Comanches, and 
Kickapoos, all of whom relied on its water supply. The establishment of Fort Clark and its 
adjacent town, Brackettville, dispossessed the groups from the land and gave them more reason 
to conduct raids and resist their removal (Pirtle and Cusack 1985). They also continued their 
resistance on the Mexican side of the border.  
Even with the U.S. commitment, the Mexican government felt the need to protect its 
territories from the raids, but also from further U.S. expansionism and from filibusters who 
organized illegal military expeditions to incite insurrections and materialize the ideas of 
                                                 
24 “What made Texas a “borderlands” during the half century that led to the U.S. - Mexican War […], was how 
the territory became a central crossroads for overlap, collusion, and conflict between various powers – not only 
Mexico and the United States, but also Indian nations and European countries” (Torget 2015, xi–xii). See Gwynne 




Manifest Destiny (May 2004). In 1848 Mexico’s War Minister, Mariano Arista, promoted the 
establishment of colonias militares (military colonies). Each colonia militar received eight sitios de 
ganado mayor (14,044.88 hectares) and the government attracted soldiers with the promise of 
land in exchange for military service.25 Colonias militares benefitted from certain degrees of 
autonomy and had their own authorities, although the federal government regulated them 
(Santoscoy et al. 2000, 205–6).26 Colonias militares served to develop towns and to promote 
colonization of the region with Mexican nationals, repatriates, and foreign immigrants like 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles (González Milea 2012). Many of these colonias militares 
existed before 1848 as local governments organized civilians for warfare against Apache raids, 
and peasant military colonies like Namiquipa in Chihuahua existed since the 1830s (Alonso 
1995; Daniel Nugent 1993). What was different after 1848 was that colonias militares 
transformed from local to federal projects, with the implication that instead of a regional 
problem, Apache and Comanche raids became a problem of national sovereignty.27  
El Nacimiento de los Negros was established as a colonia militar. Formerly known as 
Hacienda Purísima del Nacimiento, it was first founded by a priest named José Antonio Quirós 
and his associate José María Echais, who occupied the land at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century to take advantage of the waters of the Sabinas River. Since 1817 José Melchor Sánchez 
Navarro disputed the adjacent land of San Juan Sabinas due to conflicts over access to water. 
When the conflict resolved in favor of José Melchor Sánchez Navarro in 1829, he gained the 
                                                 
25 One sitio de ganado mayor was 1,755.61 hectares of pasture-land (Favret Tondato 1992, 247). 
26 The origin of colonias militares dates back to the mid-eighteenth century, when the Spanish crown established 
colonies along the northern frontier to fend off Apaches. As Mexicans did in 1848, the Spanish granted land to 
groups of people willing to defend it. Since then, the settlers in the colonies were more privileged than populations 
in the center and south of the territory, as they enjoyed rights usually granted only to Spaniards and their 
descendants, they owned the land, had greater autonomy, and had the right and duty to bear arms (F. Katz 1985, 
8).  
27 See President José Joaquín Herrera’s decree “Establecimiento de colonias militares,” July 19, 1848 (cited in 




disputed land plus approximately 8,093 hectares, comprising Hacienda de la Purísima del 
Nacimiento (Harris 1975, 157–63). Since then, the hacienda belonged to the Sánchez Navarros, 
the most powerful family in Coahuila who established the largest latifundio (large estate) in 
Mexico and Latin America from 1765 to 1867 (Harris 1975). By 1846 Hacienda de la Purísima 
del Nacimiento was devastated and economically paralyzed by Comanche raids, leaving the 
Sánchez Navarros with no other option than to abandon it (Harris 1975, 94). In 1851 the 
Sánchez Navarros relinquished 7,022.44 hectares of the Hacienda to the Mexican Government 
for the settlement of Negros Mascogos, Seminoles, and Kickapoos who were recruited by the 
army as military colonists to combat Comanche and Apache raiders, and the Hacienda became a 
colonia militar.28 
Fort Clark, Brackettville and El Nacimiento de los Negros were designed and 
established as spaces of violence and warfare in the nineteenth century. This was not new. 
Under Spanish colonialism, presidios served as military orders to fight wars against Indians in 
resistance (Moorhead 1975).29 Although the nineteenth-century architecture of Fort Clark, 
Brackettville, and El Nacimiento de los Negros was not built on the ruins of presidios (many 
military forts established in former presidios), their ideological structure informed the 
establishment of these military spaces. “Savage Indians” had to be exterminated, or in the “best” 
scenario, secluded in contained spaces like reservations (Alonso 1995, 21–50; Rodríguez 1995, 
1998). The physical and ideological making of Fort Clark, Brackettville, and El Nacimiento de 
los Negros was part of two interrelated processes: settler colonialism and state formation. 
 
                                                 
28 “Resolución en el expediente de restitución de tierras, revertido a dotación, a la tribu negros “Mascogos”, de El 
Nacimiento, en Múzquiz, Coah.,” November 30, 1938, Diario Oficial de la Federación, HNDM.  
29 The town of Múzquiz, for example, was founded as part of Real Presidio de Santa Rosa, established in 1737 




Settler colonialism and state formation 
Unlike the United States, Canada, or Australia, scholars have not conceptualized Mexico as a 
settler state (Cattelino 2011; Coulthard 2014; Maskovsky 2013; Povinelli 2002; Simpson 2014; 
Wolfe 1999). One of the premises of settler colonialism is the elimination of native societies for 
the appropriation of land. Instead of directly annihilating Indians, Spanish colonial 
administrators incorporated them as a labor force and used Catholicism as one of the 
mechanisms of subordination and assimilation. However, the colonial process was not 
homogeneous, and the region today known as Northern Mexico and Southern United States 
differed significantly from the Central and Southern Mexico, among other things because 
climate conditions and social organization were radically different. The north of Mexico was 
arid and inhabited by nomadic and semi-nomadic groups of hunters and horticulturalists. 
Colonization required a strategy of sedentarization, acculturation, and military control, which 
resembled the logic of settler states (Santoscoy et al. 2000, 15–90). The most important 
mechanism of settler colonialism was the occupation of land defined as terra nullius, or the 
discourse that lands used by Indian people are empty, ungoverned, or belong to no one (Milun 
2011).30 Settler colonialism also relied on the extermination, forced assimilation, and 
sedentarization of Indians (Rodríguez 1995, 1998; Wolfe 1999; Veracini 2010). These processes 
continued in independent Mexico until the end of the nineteenth century. Mexico may not be a 
settler state in the same sense as the United States, but it does not mean that there have not 
been mechanisms of settler colonialism in the country. I understand settler colonialism as an 
                                                 
30 “As a mode of imperialist expansion in the late nineteenth century, terra nullius or territorium nullius is associated 
with treating the lands of various non-European peoples as empty of legitimate sovereignty and therefore open for 
acquisition or protectorate by a European crown or nation-state” (Milun 2011, 59). Although Ana María Alonso 
does not call the process settler colonialism, her arguments point to the same differences: “during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, a logic of territorial conquest rather than economic exploitation underpinned the 
subjection of frontier indigenes and posited their social exclusion, that is, their extermination or segregation” 




ongoing process (Cattelino 2011; Simpson 2014; A. Smith 2012; Veracini 2010; Wolfe 1999), 
but in this chapter, I am interested in the specific mechanisms of settler colonialism in the 
nineteenth-century borderland.  
Settler colonialism in the Coahuila-Texas borderland before and after the formation of 
Mexico and the United States as independent nations was legitimized through the racialization 
of nomadic and semi-nomadic groups like the Apaches and Comanches as naturally inferior, 
“savage,” “hostile,” and “barbarian,” and in opposition to “civilization.”31 Dynamics between 
Indian groups often led to war and violence, for example between Apaches and Comanches. 
However, the disruption of their forms of living through the gradual elimination of buffalo 
hunting, the introduction of new resources like the horse, and their territorial displacement, 
contributed to their specialization in war as a form of resistance. Their knowledge of the 
territory and their mastery of horses in guerrilla tactics (in the case of the Comanches) turned 
them into powerful opponents to the Mexican and U.S. governments (Gwynne 2010). This, in 
turn, fed into their classification as “uncivilized.” Colonial and national states produced 
documents, mostly written by frontier military officers, describing kidnappings, scalping, and 
extreme violence. The documents instigated fear among settlers and blamed the Comanche and 
Apache people for the misfortunes in the region (Alonso 1995, 58; Rodríguez 1995). However, 
because colonial and postcolonial conventional military disciplines were ineffective against the 
guerrilla tactics used by semi-nomadic groups, people fighting on the side of colonial, national, 
and local governments had to learn to fight like the Apaches and Comanches. This process 
began with the Texas Rangers in the Republic of Texas in the second half of the 1830s (Alonso 
                                                 
31 This process of othering can be traced back to the beginnings of colonization, as it became clear in the 
controversy at Valladolid in 1550 between Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda and Bartolomé de las Casas, and in the 
colonial distinctions between gente de razón – civilized people possessing reason, – and indios bárbaros – barbaric 
Indians lacking in reason (Alonso 1995, 64; Todorov 1999; Quijano 2000). See Barabas (2000) for a genealogy of 




1995, 30; Gwynne 2010). Although warfare on both sides was extremely violent, government 
officials classified Apaches and Comanches’ use of violence as brute force, cruelty, and 
barbarism without legitimacy. Instead, they justified state violence as an honorable defense of 
civilization (Alonso 1995, 70). As Paulo Freire reminds us, “for the oppressor […] it is always 
the oppressed […] who are disaffected, who are ‘violent’, ‘barbaric’, ‘wicked’, or ‘ferocious’ 
when they react to the violence of the oppressor” (2005, 56).  
The main argument that justified the racialization of semi-nomadic groups was that 
they lived in a state of nature because of their resistance to settling and assimilating. James C. 
Scott (1999) argues that efforts to permanently settle mobile peoples are central to the process 
of statecraft. They are attempts to arrange populations in ways that facilitate administration 
and control via taxation, the definition of property, prevention of rebellion, and military service, 
among others. Warfare with semi-nomadic groups was an effort to make these populations 
legible to colonial and postcolonial administrations. Their raids were forms of refusal to being 
governed (J. C. Scott 2009).  
The armies relied heavily on divide and conquer strategies and recruited subaltern 
groups for warfare, among them Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and numerous peasants 
from other towns. State representatives offered them land, citizenship, and wages, all of which 
would improve their living conditions. They also gained military honor and improved their 
status (Alonso 1995, 31). Through racialization, settler colonialism worked as a bordering 
process to establish the distinctions between settlers, soldiers, and “savages,” and to define a 
racial order based on Whiteness. As in any bordering process, these distinctions were porous 
and constantly negotiated through alliances and measurement of loyalties by colonial and 




The nineteenth-century military architecture we currently observe in the borderland is 
the rubble of the Indian Wars. It is the testimony of the consolidation of U.S. and Mexican 
state hegemony at the expense of Comanche and Apache forms of living. Today the buildings 
have new meanings and tell a different story of the borderland. Cavalry Barracks, for example, 
are now the FCS Motel where hunters, tourists, and visitors sleep during their stay in FCS. 
Black Seminole families fill the motel during Seminole Days. The FCS Motel and numerous 
other buildings testify to the heterotemporality of space with their new meanings, but never 
fully erasing the violence of the past. In El Nacimiento de los Negros the architecture does not 
serve as evidence of the military foundation of the town, but the struggles over land testify to it 
(see chapter 3).  
Ana María Alonso argues that “for more than two centuries the North was a society 
organized for warfare. Violent conflict between invaders and indigenes was one of the 
fundamental factors in the formation of norteño society and ideology” (1995, 21). This is true 
for the Chihuahuan frontier she studied as much as for the Coahuila-Texas borderland. 
Violence in the form of warfare and settler colonialism were driving mechanisms in the 
formation of the Coahuila-Texas borderland from the sixteenth to the end of the nineteenth 
century. Today’s social relations in FCS, Brackettville, and El Nacimiento de los Negros are 
still in dialogue with these wars. The past is present in the historical and military tourism that 
FCS promotes, the struggles over land in El Nacimiento de los Negros to keep their status as a 
colonia, and even the Alamo Village, a site near FCS where numerous Western movies (often 
addressing the Indian Wars) were filmed (Farkis 2015, 2017). The narratives that racialized 
Comanches and Apaches as “barbaric” make themselves present in events like the time FCS 




Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles remember and commemorate that they fought against “los 
indios malos” when they were soldiers.  
 
Memories of eviction  
It has been a few years since Black Seminoles incorporated the “Marker dedication” into their 
Seminole Days activities. Organized by the Fort Clark Historical Society (FCHS), the “Marker 
dedication” is a small ceremony that takes place in the areas surrounding FCS’ golf course. The 
members of the FCHS place a historical marker in the location where one of the Seminole 
Negro Indian Scouts lived with his family at The Camp (Figure 6), the segregated area 
assigned to Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole soldiers in the nineteenth century. The objective 
of the ceremony is to reveal the marker and to give it meaning through prayer, information 
about the Scout, and the connection to the Scout’s living descendants. If present, the 
descendants give a brief speech about the importance of this act (Figure 7). Based on historical 
information and a map drawn by Capt. C. S. Riche in 1902, members of FCHS use a metal 
detector to identify where the Scout’s houses used to be. After they identify the place, local 
historians research the Scout’s activities in the Army and his family. Once the information is 






Figure 6. The Camp, c. 1896. Courtesy of FCHS. 
 
Figure 7. Marker dedication ceremony, 2015. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
  
What is unique is that all of the participants stand on the ground and form part of a 
ceremony in a space that would be “empty” if it were not for the marker. The only visible 
element of the living space is the sign. People who pass by and are not interested or informed 
about the history of Black Seminoles, read the landscape as part of the golf facilities of FCS, 




represented an effort to make the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole living space of the 
nineteenth century more visible. Through actions like the marker dedication ceremony, Black 
Seminoles reclaim their place in history. This is a source of pride. However, the visibility that 
the marker brings up is uncanny as it indexes the violence of the past.  
 The history Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles narrate does not question the Indian 
Wars and people tend to assume that their role in the wars was inherently good. In his 
discussion about the liberal politics of recognition Glen Coulthard (2014) argues that 
Indigenous peoples’ demands tend to reproduce the colonialist, racist, and patriarchal state 
power that they seek to transcend. When Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles celebrate their 
role in settler colonialism and use it as one of the bastions of their identity, they fall in the trap 
Coulthard is describing. They rightfully struggle to make themselves visible and fight against 
the silences in history, but in the process, they reinforce the racialization of the indios malos and 
legitimize the very same relations of domination and racial order that have positioned them as 
subaltern. Instead of saying something about the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, this 
process reveals that the nineteenth-century divide and rule strategies have continued as 
instruments of settler colonialism in the present.  
Black Seminoles see these processes in a different light. To them the violence that the 
markers index is the one that they suffered in the form of the eviction and unfulfilled promises 
of land. They express these ideas in the idiom of race. I learned this at a meeting with Gabriel 
and his brother. 
Gabriel told me to meet at the car wash in Brackettville. Once we met, we sought a 
restaurant to have breakfast, but the two places we tried were closed, and when selecting the 
only other option left, he protested saying that he did not like it because there were “too many 




looked at me and said “you see what I mean? It’s full of them.” After we sat, he told me that the 
reason for meeting me in the car wash was because he did not want to enter FCS. In his 
geographic experience, spaces are racialized and some places, like the restaurant or FCS, are to 
be avoided for being too White. His view is not unique; his brother also complained that FCS 
was a segregated space and that Black Seminoles should have the right to enter due to the 
military service their ancestors gave in the nineteenth century: “I have to pay a $35 
membership to enter. I should be able to enter whenever I want. It was our reservation.”32 On 
other occasions, some Black Seminoles complained that it is difficult to enter FCS because they 
find “bigotry and discrimination” from the people at the gate. In these understandings, the 
racial divisions between Brackettville and FCS articulate with the history of Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles and what they perceive as dispossession. 
As a segregated unit, Seminole Negro Indian Scouts did not share living spaces with 
White soldiers. While the latter lived in the barracks, the former lived at The Camp (also 
known as The Reservation), a designated area where they built jacal-thatched roofed homes to 
live with their families (Figure 6). Their homes contrasted markedly with the architecture of 
the rest of the Fort (Haenn 2002, 66). Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles built a community at 
The Camp, which included not only their homes but also dams and irrigation systems for 
farming, and a Mount Zion Baptist Church (Ochoa 2010; Texas Historical Commission 2015). 
The Camp is a window into the racial hostilities of the time when, even as prestigious Scouts, 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles could not share living spaces with Whites and their living 
conditions were radically different.  
The Indian Wars ended in the 1880s in Texas, and the Army had no use for Seminole 
Negro Indian Scouts anymore. The Army discharged them, and in 1914 they demolished their 
                                                 




houses. Black Seminoles were left without property and without the wages the soldiers 
provided for their families. The disbandment letter signed by Captain Sterling P. Adams 
explicitly pointed to this destruction.  
The Seminole Negro Indian Scouts will be disbanded and cease to exist as an 
organization after September 30th, 1914 […]. After the removal of the people from the 
Scout Camp the buildings not in use by those permitted to stay will be demolished.33 
 
The Army authorized twenty-four people to stay, but it is not clear what the criteria were for 
this exception.  
The trauma of eviction is in the collective memory of Black Seminoles. This is evident in 
Charles Emily Wilson’s testimonies: 
I was four years old and I had a new doll, a stick doll, […] someone had carved it for 
me. My father, an uncle, some adult. All the grown-ups treated each child as his or her 
own. […] When I heard the soldiers, I dropped my doll somewhere and never saw it 
again, […] I guess the soldiers threw it away if they found it. […] I cried and cried, 
[…] everyone seemed to weep. We had to hurry and load our things in the wagons, and 
then they rushed us down away from the fort and into town (cited in Guinn 2005, 331–
32). I can still see those old ladies weeping, just weeping (cited in Porter 1996, 214). 
 
Black Seminoles remember the eviction from Fort Clark as a violent injustice. In some people’s 
current experiences and interpretations, there is continuity between this moment – 1914 – and 
their present lives, as it is the case of Gabriel and his brother, who avoid entry to FCS as a 
political statement for the injustice they feel was committed. They are not the only ones. A man 
once questioned why “other people” had access to FCS and not Black Seminoles who had their 
houses there in the past. A young woman took this idea further by arguing that Black 
Seminoles should have the right to build their houses in FCS, suggesting this as a form of 
reparation, something that would be impossible because FCS is not federal property since 1946. 
                                                 
33 “Seminole-Negro Indian Scout Detachment” Sterling P. Adams, Captain, 14th Cavalry Adjutant. July 10, 1914. 




It is important to note that it is not that rules are prohibiting Black Seminoles or other non-
White people from living in FCS; in most cases, they cannot afford it.  
In 1914 the U.S. Army discharged the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts because their 
knowledge and skills to fight Comanche and Apache peoples were no longer necessary. The 
Indian Wars had finished, and the region was going through a transformation. On the Mexican 
side a Revolution was unfolding (1910-1920). On the U.S. side soldiers would go off to World 
War I in 1917 and 1918. A large part of the country would see an upsurge of violence against 
Blacks, who responded with rebellious resistance and migration to northern and western states 
(McWhirter 2011).34 In Texas, the discovery of oil would profoundly transform the landscape, 
and anti-Black and anti-Mexican violence and segregation permeated the borderland (Carrigan 
and Webb 2013; Muñoz Martinez 2018; Nájera 2015). The twentieth century brought different 
kinds of warfare and violence to the landscape. One of them was the establishment and 
expansion of a border regime and the gradual enclosing of the Mexico-United States border.  
Forced removal from Fort Clark is relevant in Black Seminole collective memory not 
only because of the destruction of their houses, but because they were also dispossessed from 
their prestige as soldiers and they were forced to cross a border of class to become landless 
wage workers.35 As the Indian Wars ended with the defeat of Geronimo in 1886 so did the need 
for soldiers, peasants and subaltern groups specialized in frontier warfare. At the turn of the 
twentieth century, the hegemonic project of the Coahuila-Texas borderland changed from a 
frontier scheme of “civilizing the Indian” by making them legible or exterminating them, to a 
border regime based on national sovereignty and exclusion of undesired foreigners. In the new 
hegemonic project, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles would no longer be on the side of 
                                                 
34 Many Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole families migrated to California after their eviction from Fort Clark in 
1914 and during the period of the Great Migration (1915-1916).  




civilization and prestige, but on the side of racialized and immigrant minorities, as segregated 
working-class Mexicans and Blacks. The memory of eviction from Fort Clark in 1914 reveals 
the transformation in their class position, which is lived through the modality of race and its 
borders (Hall 1986, 341).  
 
The Making of a Border Regime 
The Indian Wars served as the foundation of FCS and Brackettville and the establishment of 
the White order, but other kinds of wars have enabled the continuity of violence. In today’s 
landscape, this becomes clear with the percentages of veterans – mostly Vietnam era – residing 
in FCS (27%) and Brackettville (19%), which are high in comparison with the percentages of 
the state of Texas as a whole (8%) (United States Census Bureau n.d.). It is also evident 
through the military and law enforcement spaces that surround the area: Fort Clark functioned 
as a military station until 1946; the U.S. Army Air Corps created the Laughlin Air Force Base 
in 1942 for teaching bomber crews and it exists today as a training unit for military pilots 
(“Laughlin Air Force Base” n.d.); and the Kinney County Detention Center is a maximum 
security facility established in 2004 and operated by the for-profit prison company Community 
Education Centers, which holds people awaiting trial – undocumented migrants included – or 
people with sentences of one year or less in the Kinney County Court System. The strongest 
presence of organized violence in the space of Brackettville and FCS is immigration law 
enforcement. If in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the social organization of warfare 
relied on the elimination of Comanches and Apaches, today much of the dynamic of the 
landscape is informed by the border regime and the racialization of immigrant “others.” The 
racialization and criminalization of Hispanics, in connection with the border regime, have 




From “illegals” to “criminal aliens”  
Brackettville is home to the Border Patrol Station, which marks the region’s landscape with its 
green and white vans and the numerous Border Patrol officers residing in FCS. It was 
established at the beginning of World War II and relocated from the neighboring town of 
Spofford in 1952. The station oversees “approximately 3,000 square miles of rough and brushy 
rangeland, which contains more than 250 privately owned ranches. The station is also 
responsible for over 16 miles of river border” (U.S. Customs and Border Protection n.d.). Before 
the establishment of the Brackettville station, Kinney County enforced immigration law 
through the Del Rio station, founded in 1924 along with the Border Patrol.  
 The Immigration act of 1907 required all immigrants to pass through a port of entry, 
submit themselves to inspection, and receive authorization to enter the United States. The 
United States established the Border Patrol in 1924 to enforce the immigration restrictions 
defined by the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, which set a quota system that classified people 
according to nationality and race, ranking them by their desirability for admission in the 
United States (Ngai 2005, 21–55). The role of the Border Patrol was to police the borderlands 
by preventing and detecting border crossings and arresting unauthorized migrants. From its 
inception, the Border Patrol developed a socio-political process revolving around the 
distribution of state violence to control human mobility, but most importantly to control labor 
in a historical moment of agricultural expansion in the U.S. southwest (Foley 1997; Hernández 
2010; Montejano 1987; Ngai 2005). The establishment of the Border Patrol in the Coahuila-
Texas borderland, however, was not entirely new. Along with the soldiers stationed at military 




 The Texas Rangers started as a permanent roving patrol established by colonists who 
had joined Stephen Austin’s 1822 expedition to the Mexican province of Coahuila y Tejas.36 
Officially established as Texas Rangers in 1835, they protected the colonists’ settlements and 
land interests, fought Indian groups, and chased people escaping slavery (Gwynne 2010). As an 
officer of the Border Patrol expressed: “Texas Rangers were horrible. They were here to 
protect White settlers from Indians.” Their role changed after 1848 when they started 
intervening in border affairs and using more violent methods. They were “a group long 
regarded by Mexicans as an instrument of racial oppression and terror” (Carrigan and Webb 
2013, 4) because of their mob violence, which became visible after the Porvenir Massacre of 
1918 when the Texas Rangers executed fifteen elderly men and boys. The foundational logic of 
the Texas Rangers was to protect White Anglo interests, and for a long time, this translated 
into violence towards Mexicans (Muñoz Martinez 2018; Ribb 2011).37  
 Since 1848 the “enemy” of the U.S. settler state at the Coahuila-Texas borderland 
started shifting from the “savage” Indians, to “illegal” Mexicans, perceived as a threat to the 
interests of the United States (see Chavez 2008). In conjunction with the Border Patrol, the 
Texas Rangers became the instruments of violence towards this new “other.” As with Apache 
and Comanche peoples, the violence towards Mexicans relied on racialization. Let us look at the 
specific case of the Border Patrol station in Del Rio.  
 In her history of the Border Patrol from 1924 to 1974, Kelly Lytle Hernández (2010) 
shows that from its inception, immigration enforcement was a site of constant struggle, not 
                                                 
36 In 1821 the Spanish colonial administration gave Moses Austin license to settle in Tejas. When Mexico became 
independent, the new administration issued a Colonization Law in 1824 and ratified the license. Moses Austin died 
in 1821, but his son Stephen Austin continued the project (Campbell 2003).  
37 The period of “bloody vigilantism” culminated after the Porvenir Massacre with an investigation by the Texas 
Legislature and reform of the Rangers (Carrigan and Webb 2013). In 1988 the first “African American” to become 
a Texas Ranger was Lee Young, a Black Seminole born in Brackettville and who was elected chief of the Absentee 




only in the disputes between the federal and local levels but also in the translation of 
immigration restrictions to social reality and everyday life. Officers, she argues, often had to 
make discretionary decisions and commitments that bound their work to community life. In the 
early years of the Border Patrol, for example, officers were often landless working-class White 
men who used their authority to command respect and achieve social mobility. Along these 
lines, Border Patrol policing took a racial profiling logic. Border Patrol officers linked 
Mexicanness with illegality and based their detentions on “Mexican appearance” and racialized 
tracking strategies. The multiple letters and court cases revised by Hernández show with great 
detail how Border Patrol officers racialized Mexicans: “Illegals were Mexicans – poor, rural, 
brown, and male Mexicans – and evidence of such an equation was pressed into the landscape 
by the peculiar gait of Mexican workers as they walked north from Mexico” (2010, 49). In the 
areas covered by the Del Rio station, which included Brackettville and FCS, Hernández found 
that since 1925 racial profiling practices were part of a broad net of surveillance upon Mexican 
male workers in a region where 57% of the population were of Mexican origin (2010, 53–54). 
Until 1941 the Border Patrol was part of the Department of Labor. Immigration enforcement 
through racial profiling served the purposes of labor control in the region and the rest of the 
country (De Genova 2004, 163). In Texas, Border Patrol officers aligned with the interests of 
local ranchers who benefited from seasonal migrant labor but needed to keep low wages and 
submissive workers – what we know today as the condition of deportability (De Genova 2002, 
2004). Through their immigration enforcement practices, Border Patrol officers could gain 
favors from ranchers and power over Mexicans, enhance their masculinity, and achieve certain 
degrees of social mobility through prestige (Stern 2004).  
 The policing and surveillance of Mexicans intensified during World War II when the 




This change effectively transferred responsibilities from local leadership to federal regulation 
and increased the use of technologies of surveillance. Fears of invasion after the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor in 1941 justified the need to focus on border enforcement and immigration 
control and expanded the duties of Border Patrol officers in activities like submarine watches, 
internment camps, and immigrant investigations. What this meant at the local level was that 
most of the recruits were outsiders and often unfamiliar with the borderland region, Border 
Patrol officers reduced the dependence on local ranchers, and local elites lost leverage 
(Hernández 2010, 103–9). It also meant that immigration law enforcement transformed the 
emphasis of policing of “illegals” and labor control into a form of policing that sought to 
maintain order through combating criminality, especially after the waves of undocumented 
migration that emerged with the Bracero Program (1942-1964) and their massive deportation 
through Operation Wetback in 1954 (D. Mitchell 2012; Mize and Swords 2011; Ngai 2005, 
127–66). Mexicans were not only “illegals,” but now they were also “criminal aliens,” a concept 
that was embraced officially in 1955 (Hernández 2010, 196–217). The rise of drug control as a 
federal law enforcement strategy soon affected the crime control activities of the Border Patrol. 
Since Prohibition (1920-1933) the border was a point of focus for contraband and smuggling, 
but it was until 1955 that Border Patrol officers had the authority to intervene in narcotics 
affairs, a process that became more radical with Richard Nixon’s crime and drug control 
strategies (Hernández 2010, 211–13). With drug control activities, the crimes of “aliens” 
became often connected with drug smuggling and cartels.  
With the growth of the Border Patrol and the expansion of its responsibilities came the 
gradual making of a border regime (Borneman 1998, 2012). The forms of surveillance that 
emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century have become sophisticated networks that 




Heyman 1999, 2008). The racialization and criminalization of Mexicans and other populations 
of color have expressed themselves in laws like SB4 in Texas. Media and television shows have 
promoted the ideologies of the border as a war zone, portraying it as a place where agents fight 
a battle against drug cartels and terrorists (R. Jones 2016).38  
 Border regimes are the result of bordering processes, and form part of the mechanisms 
of statecraft, producing spatialization and the categories of classification and racialization that 
turn subjects into insiders and outsiders. Border regimes are historically specific, and they 
always combine mobility and enclosure of specific goods, ideas, and people (Cunningham and 
Heyman 2004). The border regimes at the Mexico-United States border are not one-sided. 
Hernández’s (2010) work shows that they are often the result of various diplomatic 
negotiations between both countries. 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot (2001) invites us to think of state processes and practices 
through their effects and the encounters between individuals and state power. The process of 
bordering through its spatialization and legibility is a state effect, but the border regime itself 




                                                 
38 In 2018 Sarah Macaraeg released a report denouncing Border Patrol violence in the past 15 years, including at 
least 97 deaths and more than $60m spent in legal settlements involving Border Patrol officers who were accused 
of deaths, driving injuries, alleged assaults and wrongful detention (2018a, 2018b). See De León (2015) for an 
ethnography of death and violence in the process of border crossing.  
39 Trouillot’s (2001) definition of state effects is different from Timothy Mitchell’s (1999) discussion. For Mitchell, 
state effects are the techniques that enable material practices to take the appearance of an abstract state that is 





As I arrived at my appointment with an officer of the Border Patrol in Del Rio, I was shocked 
to see that the officer had brought with him the articles I had published in my weekly column of 
the Kinney County Post, many of which talked about immigration issues. When I manifested my 
surprise, he responded that he and the other Border Patrol officers had to keep tabs on the 
region and that he knew a lot about me. Small as it is, this incident shows one of the many ways 
Border Patrol officers work in the region, by “keeping tabs” on people and expanding their web 
of surveillance to small border localities like Brackettville. This is no small issue for people, 
whose lives are directly affected by the surveillance that forms part of the border regime. When 
we met in 2012, one of the first things José, a Negro Mascogo migrant, told me was “aquí hay 
más migra que gente” (here, there are more border patrols than people). Although he is a legal 
resident in the United States, and Brackettville has been his home for more than thirty years, 
the presence of la migra in his town is something that makes him feel uncomfortable. 
Many Border Patrol officers live in FCS. Most are White or Hispanic men who take 
their families to the borderland with them. They are representatives of the state and enforcers 
of the border regime, but they are also members of the community, neighbors, and friends 
(Figure 8).40 As at the beginning of the twentieth century, many people perceive them as 
prestigious and successful. For some young locals, the Border Patrol represents the possibility 
of securing a job without leaving the region. Many locals start getting training in law and 
border enforcement via participation in the Explorer Program which “offers opportunities in 
character building, good citizenship, and fitness for young men and women ages 14 through 
                                                 




21” (U.S. Customs and Border Protection n.d.).41 At a very young age, adolescents learn the 
practices and ideologies embedded in the border regime and most importantly, learn the means 
of “good citizenship” through border enforcement (Figure 9). It is common to see the Border 
Patrol Explorers, for example, participating in community events by serving food or cleaning 
up. 
The encounter with Border Patrol officers is not fluid for migrants and people of 
Mexican descent, like Negro Mascogo migrants. José’s emphasis on the overwhelming presence 
of la migra is an indicator of his awareness that every encounter with Border Patrol officers is 
an encounter with the state. The presence of Border Patrol officers, made evident via their 
uniforms, is a frequent reminder of people’s legal status and of the ever-present possibility of 
being sent to one of the many detention centers in Texas. It is the material expression of their 
condition of deportability (De Genova 2002, 2004).42 While for White-Anglo citizens in FCS, 
Border Patrol officers are a symbol of nationalism and pride, the experience of migrants and 
non-Whites is very different.  
                                                 
41 Junior Border Patrol Clubs were first established in the 1950s. The objective was to promote Border Patrol 
activities and preserve the relations with the communities where Border Patrol stations were located (Hernández 
2010, 206).  
42 See Preston (2015) for a journalistic report on the South Texas Family Residential Center in Dilley (98 miles 





Figure 8. Border Patrol officer participating in Seminole Days parade. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 






Winter Texans often organize trips to know more about the region and socialize. One of 
those trips was to the Del Rio port of entry to see the institution from inside. While explaining 
how dogs are trained to detect drugs, one Winter Texan got excited and suggested a mock 
search. The Border Patrol officers accepted and lined everybody up for examination with the 
dogs. People were laughing and enjoying this “adventure.” This was only possible because they 
were all White U.S. citizens, as for any person of color and non-citizen this would be a very 
intimidating process and certainly not a joke. This ethnographic moment reveals that people 
experience the space of the borderland along the lines of citizenship and race. The act of taking 
border inspection as adventure speaks to the White privilege of these Winter Texans. While 
for most FCS residents who are Anglo and White the presence of Border Patrol officers may be 
natural and unquestioned, people like José have an acute awareness and certain uneasiness by 
their presence, because as enforcers of the law they represent the possibility of deportation.  
People also experience the border along the lines of gender. A White-Anglo man 
married to a Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole woman, for example, told me that every time 
they cross the border back from Ciudad Acuña, where the woman’s relatives live, he notices 
that her gender and skin color play into the way immigration officers treat them, mainly 
because she is the driver and the first one they notice. On one occasion, officers stopped her at 
the border bridge arguably for going beyond the speed limit. The man questions this because 
they were driving up a slope. The officer of the Border Patrol began questioning her, but when 
he realized her husband was in the car, he let them go without any sanction. In this situation 
gender and race interlocked to position the Black Seminole woman in a vulnerable situation, 
which seemingly got resolved by the presence of a White man. This case shows that although 




relations, and it can be an intimidating experience even for non-White U.S. citizens, as was the 
case of this woman.  
People do not experience the border only at ports of entry or through the presence of 
Border Patrol officers. The border is present at the multiple inspection points in the region, and 
racialization in connection to gender and class equally inform the inspections (Lugo 2000). As 
José warned me once, it is necessary to carry migration documents at all times because many 
inspection points are temporary, and it is impossible to predict when and where people will 
have to respond the standard question, “are you a citizen?” (If the answer is yes, people can 
pass, but if the answer is no, Border Patrol officers ask for documents to prove legal status). 
Some inspection points, however, are semi-permanent. One of them is north of Brackettville, on 
Highway 90, and right before entering the town of Uvalde. People cross this inspection point to 
commute to San Antonio to visit relatives, to go to the airport, the doctor, or malls. They also 
cross it on a more quotidian basis when they need to go grocery shopping. Because 
Brackettville is a small town, grocery options are limited, and many people commute either 
south to Del Rio or north to Uvalde to go to chain stores like HEB or Walmart. As I found out 
in casual conversations, many White-Anglo people prefer Uvalde because it is “cleaner” and 
less “border-like,” while the rest prefer Del Rio partly to avoid the inspection point. The 
inspection point, like the presence of Border Patrol officers, differentially shapes the uses and 
experiences of space, structuring choices and daily life activities as simple as grocery shopping. 
Furthermore, the representation of Uvalde as “less border-like” serves as an indicator of the 
racial geography in some people’s imagination. They understand distance from the border as 
distance from the perceived messiness, dirtiness and violence of the Mexican space, an idea that 




binaries where Mexico appears as Indigenous and the scene of barbarous crime, and the United 
States as non-Indigenous and a passive recipient of drugs and immigrants. 
When a passport, a green card, or a visa is necessary for daily chores and for inhabiting 
the space of the borderland, it becomes evident that the border regime has effects. They shape 
local dynamics and establish a subtler border between those who are aware of la migra and 
those who naturalize it as part of the landscape and community life. These effects interlock with 
other axes of power which organize the use of spaces and the ways they are inhabited.  
 
From Military Forts to Immigrant Detention Centers  
Nothing serves as a better example of the heterotemporality of the borderland than the June 
2018 Pentagon confirmation that Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas would become a space for 
building tent camps to house undocumented migrant children and parents in the context of 
President Donald Trump’s “Zero Tolerance” immigration policy (B. Chappell 2018). 
Established as a military Fort in 1848 for combating Apaches and Comanches, it now serves to 
enforce immigration law as a detention center (Campbell 2003, 197). The processes of the 
Indian Wars and immigration wars are different, yet they overlap in a way that some of the 
ideological and material foundations of settler colonialism – their rubble – sustain the current 
border regime. 
A constant process of militarization which has targeted different racialized populations 
throughout history has shaped the landscape. While in the nineteenth century semi-nomadic 
groups represented the “other,” in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries the “other” have 
been Hispanics, Mexicans, and other non-Whites. Honduran and other Central American 
people migrating in caravans to the United States are the most visible “other” in this historical 




violence of the state. Military forts, colonias militares, the border regime, and people’s daily 
actions have served as mechanisms to establish and maintain the racial order. In sum, the 
border regime and its effects, in articulation with the military history of the region, have 
worked as conditions of possibility of the racial geographies in Brackettville, FCS, and El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. 
Thinking about the borderland as a heterotemporal landscape has implications. The 
border wall has found its way in U.S. conservative rhetoric. As a powerful symbol, the spectacle 
of the border wall makes it appear as a new phenomenon. The historical perspective shows 
something different. The need of a racialized other to maintain the border and its interrelated 
violence has been constant throughout history. What is new in the Trump era is the way he has 
politicized the wall. Showing the continuity of violence, Greg Grandin (2019) recently argued 
that the symbol of the wall signals the end of the myth of the ever-expanding U.S. frontier and 
U.S. exceptionalism. Any attempt to understand and end with the violence at the borderland 






Chapter 2. Border Crossers: Marronage and Freedom  
 
Identity and Freedom 
In the previous chapter, I argued that the production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland has 
developed through violence and racialization. That is just one of the many maps that we can 
draw. Within these stories of violence, there are also narratives of struggle and success. In this 
chapter I address two forms of resistance: marronage and the fight for dignity and freedom. 
I develop two interrelated arguments in this chapter. First, I propose that the idea of 
freedom has played a central role in the making of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people 
in the Coahuila-Texas borderland as a source of pride. Processes of dispossession and forced 
migration, although less present in Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole narratives, have been as 
important as freedom. Second, I argue that despite Mexico’s racist discourses and practices, 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and other Black populations saw it and still see it as a space 
of racial freedom. In the nineteenth century, Mexico promoted itself as a modern liberal state 
that abolished slavery and sought racial equality. In practice, it established a racial order that 
privileged Whiteness and mestizaje and directed racism towards Indigenous peoples and non-
White migrants. However, the need for labor and military control at the borderland enabled 
the arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in the country. In the process, their Blackness 
became legible and acceptable through their classification as civilized.  
It is necessary to examine the history of border crossings, marronage and the 
connections between mobility and race to explore how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
came to be proud of their freedom. Throughout their history, Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles have attached multiple meanings to borders and border crossings, but before the 




I describe the ideas of freedom that shape the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community in 
the present. Then, I explore how these ideas originated. I discuss the meanings of border 
crossings and freedom by focusing on the ethnogenesis of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
people and the processes of forced displacement and dispossession that ultimately led them 
across the border into Mexico. In the second part of the chapter I ask about the conditions of 
possibility for the arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Mexico in 1850 and I 
examine how in the context of White and mestizo supremacy, Black populations could enter as 
colonists in the country.  
 
Narrating freedom 
María leaned in on the dance floor and quietly prayed “Awa Fada” in my ear. “Awa Fada” is 
“Our Father” in Afro-Seminole, as linguist Ian Hancock (2006) named the language Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles spoke in the 1970s.43 María was not only praying in Afro-Seminole, 
but also reciting the lyrics of a Capeyuye song that is now only sung during funeral rituals in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. We were not at a funeral, but it was an equally special occasion; it 
was El Día de los Negros (The Day of Black People) or El Diecinueve (The Nineteenth), the most 
important celebration in El Nacimiento de los Negros.  
Every June 19 locals, visitors, and relatives from Texas and Coahuila gather in the 
morning to see the parade. Negro Mascogo men and some women ride their horses to an open 
space called La Nogalera where people eat and dance (Figure 10). At night, a dance takes place, 
usually with live bands playing norteña music and cumbias. Negro Mascogo migrants, who 
cannot travel to Mexico due to work responsibilities or lack of immigration documents to re-
                                                 
43 Hancock traces Afro-Seminole back to Gullah, a creole language that emerged from a process of leveling various 
creole languages from the West Indies. It spread to South Carolina and Georgia, where Negro Mascogo/Black 




enter Texas, sometimes celebrate El Día de los Negros in San Antonio. There, people find an 
open space to gather with relatives and friends to eat and dance together, something that 
serves to maintain community relations. In contrast to most rural communities in Mexico that 
dedicate their festivals to Catholic saints and virgins, in El Nacimiento de los Negros what they 
celebrate is freedom. El Día de los Negros originated from Juneteenth, the remembrance of the 
day when the enslaved in Texas learned that they were free, two and one-half years after 
Lincoln’s 1863 Emancipation Proclamation (Hayes Turner 2006). 
 
 
Figure 10. Parade during El Día de los Negros. Photo: Dzilam Méndez. 
 
The celebration also takes place in Brackettville, where Black Seminoles call it by its 
Texan name: Juneteenth. It is during Juneteenth and other gatherings in Brackettville that 
Black Seminoles sing Negro Spirituals, especially when they gather at the Seminole Indian 
Scouts Cemetery and honor their deceased. “I know that these songs are the articulate message 




of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and 
unvoiced longing toward a truer world” (1995, 264). These sorrow songs are also the soul of 
community and cohesion for W.E.B. Du Bois, as they are for Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles who sing Negro Spirituals and Capeyuye to say farewell to the dead, but also to forge 
community during special occasions.  
El Día de los Negros/Juneteenth celebrations, along with Capeyuye/Negro Spiritual 
singing, are traditions that have passed from generation to generation on both sides of the 
border, and that form part of the collective memory of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
community. As Richard Price (1983, 25) argued for the Saramaka maroons, many Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles do not know the particular processes that gave origin to their 
celebrations, but these traditions bring back the memory of enslavement, and most importantly, 
the memory of marronage and freedom.  
The fragment of a speech delivered by Windy Goodloe, a young Black Seminole woman, 
during a celebration in Brackettville, illustrates the meaning of Negro Spiritual singing and the 
way it shaped her own experience growing up:44  
The first time I heard “Wade in the Water” I didn’t understand what it meant, but I 
knew that it had affected me deeply. […] It was a song I had heard sung during 
Seminole Days and during Juneteenth and at Church when I was a little girl […]. The 
history of the Negro Spirituals begins in the motherland, in Africa. Music was infused in 
every aspect of everyday lives […]. Now, imagine the enforcement of a situation that 
was not of your choosing. Imagine having your home, your dreams, and life as you 
know it taken away from you. Imagine being stolen away from all you hold dear, all of 
your life. Imagine being packed like a sardine into a ship, where you will embark on a 
three to four-month journey to the very doors of hell. If you survived, when you reached 
this destination you were told that your language, your beliefs, your way of life, were no 
longer yours. And instead, you were given a new language, a new set of beliefs that you 
had to adapt to. And all of this was forced upon you. But one thing that was not taken 
from the enslaved Africans was their voice. When Africans were forced into slavery, 
their music, their voices, came with them. And Negro Spirituals became a way to 
communicate, a way for them to lament about the life they were living and a way for 
them to console each other. When they were forced to convert to Christianity, the 
                                                 




enslaved Africans took certain stories from the Bible and used them to create codes that 
would later be used to help them as they attempted to escape […]. And “Wade in the 
Water” is an example of how these codes were used to guide those who were in search 
of their freedom. The Black Seminoles found refuge in Florida, and then settled in 
Oklahoma, and then migrated to Mexico in search of their own promised land. They 
carried these songs with them. And when they were recruited by the U.S. Army, and 
stationed at Fort Clark, they continued to sing. And what is interesting is that on both 
sides of the border Negro Spirituals continue to live. In Mexico Gertrude Vázquez, the 
matriarch of the Negros Mascogos remembered the songs sung by her people and 
taught them to other several women in El Nacimiento. She taught them the songs in 
English, and they continue to sing them in English although many of them speak only 
Spanish. And in Texas, Miss Charles Emily Wilson, who was our matriarch, made sure 
every time we gathered there was some kind of singing going on […]. When I was a 
child, I had no idea what I was singing about; I just knew that I felt what I was singing. 
Occasionally someone would pull out a tambourine, but most of the time we would just 
clap our hands or stomp our feet to the rhythm. I remember looking around and seeing 
many people with their eyes closed, as their body swung. I didn’t know how to 
articulate it then, but I knew that these songs were taking them somewhere, and 
hopefully one day I would learn about it.45  
 
We could analyze this powerful speech at length, but my interest is to highlight three things 
from it. First, it shows how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have passed these traditions 
and history on and how they have contributed to establishing a sense of community on both 
sides of the border. Children, like Windy, grow up participating in the celebrations and 
learning the singing without necessarily understanding the meanings behind them, yet feeling 
and embracing them as part of their group identity. Second, it emphasizes a past of racial 
violence through enslavement and dispossession of the forms of life of people from “the 
motherland.” Finally, it highlights the resilience of people. Through singing, the enslaved 
retained their sense of self and led the way to freedom via marronage. Like other Negro 
Spirituals, Wade in the Water is about the Israelites fleeing slavery in Egypt. So, while there is 
an acknowledgment of slavery and the singing recovers a sense of loss and sorrow, the most 
important process recovered in the singing and the celebrations is the strength of their 
                                                 




ancestors in gaining freedom and their pride in it. Charles Emily Wilson, whom Windy 
Goodloe called the matriarch of the community in Texas, put it in this way: “As far as we’ve 
come, in all our travels, we have never lost an awareness of our identity and a pride in our 
freedom, because it is our freedom which makes us different from other Americans of African 
descent” (C. E. Wilson 1992).  
Freedom is a common referent among maroon societies, especially when they make 
claims to collective rights and an ancestral connection to the land. This is the case of the 
Saramakas in Suriname, quilombolas in Brazil, the Miskitu in Nicaragua and Honduras, the 
Garífuna in Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala and Belize, and maroon societies in the 
Dominican Republic and Jamaica, to name a few (Anderson 2009; Farfán-Santos 2016; Hooker 
2009b; Price 2012). The City of Yanga in Veracruz, Mexico, for example, is named after Gaspar 
Yanga, a leader who founded a maroon community in the sixteenth century. Now recognized as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site, the City of Yanga commemorates freedom in its carnival 
(Cruz Carretero, Martínez Maranto, and Santiago 1990). The Seminole Tribe of Florida 
proudly name themselves as the “unconquered people” because they never surrendered in the 
Seminole Wars (Seminole Tribe of Florida n.d.; Weisman 1999). The establishment of 
boundaries with other groups, in this case, the distance Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles put 
with African Americans or with cuarterones and indios in Mexico, is also a strategy to frame 
struggles based on their uniqueness. This is the case, for example, of the Sutiabas in Nicaragua 
who were fighting for land in the 1950s and understood that their struggle would not be 
successful if they were the same as other Nicaraguans (Gould 1998, 256). 
Some Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles do not see Juneteenth as part of their history 
because they were not enslaved in Texas: “Juneteenth commemorates the emancipation of the 




but it is not a part of Seminole history since we were never slaves in Texas” (C. E. Wilson 
1992). For many of them, the meaning of Juneteenth is the pride of self-emancipation through 
marronage way before Lincoln’s proclamation.  
Ideas of freedom shape Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ identification. This became 
evident to historian Kevin Mulroy when he met Phil Wilkes Fixico for the first time in 
California and the latter appeared with “a baseball cap with the inscription, ‘Seminole Maroon 
Descendant’ and a T-shirt with an image of a famous maroon leader that boldly stated: 
‘Seminole Maroon John Horse, Gopher John 1811-1882, was never a slave’” (Mulroy 2011, 
114).46 Like many Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, Phil Wilkes Fixico embraced his 
“Seminole Maroon” identity, which incorporated an idea of freedom: a proud statement that his 
historic leader was never enslaved. Records show that Seminole Charles Cavallo enslaved John 
Horse and was his father. Cavallo stated in his will that he wished John Horse to be free, and in 
1843 John Horse obtained his freedom papers (Porter 1996, 112).47 Although Seminoles 
enslaved people, the form of subjection was not comparable to European or U.S. slavery, and it 
worked more like a tributary relationship. Because of this, people like Phil Wilkes Fixico 
believe that in practice Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were never enslaved.  
Whether John Horse was enslaved or not is less important than the meaning of his 
historical representation as a free man and as the freedom fighter for his people, and what this 
image does in the present. Alessandro Portelli reminds us that history-tellers – oral and tribal 
historians included – do not always narrate “facts.” Influenced by other narrators, they 
unconsciously rework the story to respond to the needs of the present. In this case, the pride 
and dignity that comes with the idea of freedom. The narrator’s voice may be a sign of cultural 
                                                 
46 Phil Wilkes Fixico is his real name.  
47 “Freedom Over Me: The Story of John Horse (Gopher John) ca. 1812-1882? Seminole Negro Chief and his 
People in Florida, the Indian Territory, Mexico, and Texas” 1982, Manuscript. Box 24, Folder 5, Porter Papers. 




or individual subjectivity, thus “in the apparent opposition between truth and beauty, perhaps 
beauty can be, rather than superfluous ornament, another – and perhaps the only possible – 
way of telling other truths” (1997, 20). The “other truth” that Phil Wilkes Fixico’s T-shirt tells 
is the extent to which the idea of freedom shapes current Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ 




In 1704 José de Zúñiga y la Cerda, Governor of the Apalachee Province (today’s Florida), 
proclaimed that  
Any negro of Carolina, Christian or not, free or slave, who wishes to come [as] fugitive, 
will be [given] complete liberty, so that those who do not want to stay here may pass to 
other places as they see fit, with their freedom papers [despachos en forma de su libertad] 
which I hereby grant them by word of the king (cited in Mulroy 1993b, 8). 
 
This statute was a response to the increasing number of enslaved people fleeing from British 
plantations in Carolina to Spanish Florida. Florida was the most accessible land due to its 
proximity and the possibility of hiding in its swampy terrain (Howard 2002, 7–8). The 1704 
decree settled the 1693 proclamation by King Carlos II of Spain, giving liberty to fugitives 
escaping from British colonies. Slavery existed in Spain and its colonies, but these 
arrangements served political and military interests connected to the fight for territories with 
the British (Landers 1999, 25). 
As far as the Spanish archives show, people fleeing slavery began arriving in Florida as 
early as 1687, many of them requesting Catholic baptism (Wright 1924).48 By following up on 
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the case of eight men, two women, and a nursing child who fled to St. Augustine and were 
protected by Florida’s Governor Diego de Quiroga in 1687, Jane Landers argues that the 
enslaved had knowledge that Florida would grant them protection and that they possibly 
mobilized the discourse of Catholicism to obtain refuge (1999, 25). Fugitives understood that 
crossing borders would open the possibility of freedom. Even though borders were flexible and 
easily crossed compared to the borders we know today, they were still socio-political and 
territorial divisions separating colonial regimes. These ideas support the arguments made by 
scholars like Herbert Aptheker (1943) who sustained that in many occasions marronage was 
the product of consciousness and planning, instead of random flight without a specific purpose.  
Many of the fugitives that arrived in Florida settled in Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de 
Mosé in 1738, the first legally free Black settlement in the territory that later became the 
United States.49 Considering the strategic location of Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mosé, 
Governor Manuel de Montiano quickly ordered the building of a walled fort for defense from 
British attacks and recruited ex-enslaved people whose interests lay in protecting themselves 
from returning to British slavery (Landers 1999, 30). Serving Spanish interests, fugitives 
converted to Catholicism and men worked as soldiers in the military fort. But not all runaways 
settled in the fort, where they would still be subject to Spanish supervision and discipline. 
Many settled among Seminole Indians and formed a maroon society. When Spain ceded Florida 
to the British in 1763 in exchange for Cuba, they sent most of the Blacks at Gracia Real de 
Santa Teresa de Mosé to Havana, but a few stayed and settled among Seminoles (Porter 1996, 
4). 
                                                 
christianos Y pidiendo el sto, BautisMo Y amparo del R'.” Royal officials of Florida to the Crown, March 8, 1689. 54-5-
12. Documento No. 74. Archivo General de Indias, Sevilla (cited in Wright 1924, 151). 
49 Other free Black towns had already been legally established throughout Spanish colonies: Panama in 1580, 




Similar to Black fugitives, since 1716 the Spanish colonial government in St. Augustine 
started attracting Lower Creeks to resettle in Florida and by 1765 a group distinct from Creeks 
was already known as Seminole (Weisman 1999, 13). Seminoles were themselves runaways and 
composed of a variety of groups. From 1720 to 1780 three sets of Hecete-speaking communities 
separated from Muscogees (Creeks) and escaped British colonies to settle in Spanish Florida. 
Between 1813 and 1814 a group of Upper Creeks joined them and all these groups – 
Apalachees (Mekusukeys), Alachuas, Apalachicolas, and Redsticks – merged into a single 
Seminole Nation (Miller 2003, 9).50  
When Blacks joined Seminoles, they did it through various means: purchase, theft, or 
escape (Littlefield 1977, 4). Some Blacks were enslaved by Seminoles, while others were 
tributary or free non-tributary allies (Mulroy 2007, 9). Authors debate the extent to which 
Seminoles intermarried with Blacks and the degrees of power the Blacks held among 
Seminoles.51 However, the consensus is that by the late eighteenth century a new group of 
people emerged from the cohabitation of Black fugitives and Seminoles. They self-identify 
today as Black Seminoles in Florida and Texas in the United States (Mock 2010; Mulroy 
1993b; Porter 1996), and Andros Island in the Bahamas (Howard 2002); as Seminole Freedmen 
in the U.S. state of Oklahoma (R. B. Bateman 1991; Mulroy 2007); and as Negros Mascogos in 
Coahuila, Mexico (Del Moral 1999, 83–155).  
The fugitives who later became Black Seminoles crossed the border from British and 
U.S. territories to the Spanish empire and used Spanish laws to obtain legal freedom. Although 
                                                 
50 The name Seminole derives from the Spanish word cimarrón (maroon) (Hancock 2006, 50).  
51 The debate about intermarriage and degrees of power in the past has political relevance in the present. In 
Oklahoma, a constitutional amendment of the Seminole Nation in 2000 barred members with less than one-eight 
degree of Seminole Indian blood and resulted in the exclusion of most Freedmen or Black Seminoles from tribal 
membership (Miller 2003, 186). The conflict emerged over the legal battle for $56 million dollars “that Congress 
paid to the tribe in the early 1990’s to compensate for the federal government’s seizure of much of Florida in the 
1820’s” (Glaberson 2001). Today, Seminole Freedmen in Oklahoma have limited access to benefits in the tribe. 
Several authors have written about the Seminole-Black Seminole debate in Oklahoma. To see arguments in favor 




some were enslaved by Seminoles, this relationship was not comparable to European, U.S., and 
other Indians’ forms of slavery. Black Seminoles lived in their own spaces, owned guns, and 
planted their crops, but they paid tribute to Seminole chiefs (Mulroy 2007, 3–21).  
The ethnogenesis of Black Seminoles was the result of marronage in the context of 
European colonialism in the region. Broadly defined, “the concept of ethnogenesis involves the 
processes, transformations, causes, and politics of social identity making” (Weik 2014, 292). 
Frontier settings are privileged spaces for the formation of new peoples, especially in the 
context of settler colonialism, which forced many populations out of their homelands and into 
territories populated by other groups (D. A. Chappell 1993; Mulroy 1993a).  
Because processes of forced migration, dispossession and racial violence are almost 
always accompanied by political action from those who suffer violence, ethnogenesis may result 
from struggles against inequalities and oppression, and the alliances established between 
groups to survive. Di Hu calls this “ethnogenesis as resistance” (2013, 386), meaning that 
resistance may lead to the formation of political communities. The formation of the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people can be defined as ethnogenesis as resistance because it was the 
result of flight from oppression and of new alliances between groups. Furthermore, the 
ethnogenesis of Black Seminoles resulted from transculturation (Ortiz 1995). Previously 
separate peoples influenced one another until a new one emerged, recovering elements from the 
diversity of groups within Seminole society, from Europeans, and the various groups from the 
African continent.52  
Like the Saramaka maroons in Suriname (Price 1983) and many other groups, Black 
Seminoles base their history on an origin myth that emphasizes two main processes: (1) their 
                                                 
52 According to Rebecca Bateman (2002), the naming patterns of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles reveal a 




late eighteenth-century origins in Florida, which could be considered the diasporic homeland of 
the Black Seminole people as a whole (including Texas, Coahuila, Oklahoma, Florida, and 
Andros Island); and (2) their migration to Mexico in 1850. The remembrance of migration from 
Florida evokes a sense of pride not just because of the achievement of freedom, but because of 
the effort this process entailed. “Tan bonita la historia de la gente que vino caminando desde Florida. 
Eso no es cualquier cosa. Caminando (Such a beautiful story of those people who came walking 
from Florida. That’s no small thing. Walking),” José remarked. While most people remember 
the process of walking from Florida, few are aware that this was not a straight walk, but one 
interrupted by various processes of dispossession and forced migration, which led them from 
Florida to Oklahoma before the exodus to Mexico.  
 
Dispossession and forced migrations  
My interest in this section is to highlight the processes of dispossession and forced migration 
that transformed Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ history in profound ways, and which 
today inform their pride in their freedom.  
Dispossession refers to the material process of separation of people from land, resources, 
and means of survival through violent, racialized, and gendered means. In this sense, 
dispossession is the ongoing mechanism of primitive accumulation; the transformation of social 
property relations which generate the conditions for capital expansion and reproduction (D. 
Harvey 2003, 145; E. M. Wood 2002, 36–37). Dispossession also describes the process of 
stripping people away from the possibility of controlling their bodies, lives, and histories or – in 
the words of the Black Seminole woman cited at the beginning of this chapter – the process by 
which people are told that language, beliefs, and ways of life are no longer theirs. In the case of 




– understood in both senses – taking place from colonialism to global capitalism. My concern in 
this section, however, is limited to the processes before 1850, when they arrived in Mexico.  
The ethnogenesis of the Black Seminole people was the result of dispossession and 
migration. The first moment of dispossession happened during the forced transatlantic 
migration when Europeans turned Blacks into property and separated them from their means 
of production in the African continent. They became unfree labor serving the accumulation of 
capital through imperial expansion. Once in the American continent, marronage entailed not 
only escape, but a process of migration and border crossing from colonial Britain – later the 
United States – to colonial Spain to guarantee freedom from European and U.S. dominion. The 
forms of oppression and resistance to them, both accompanied by migration, resulted in the 
making of a new people.  
Once in Florida, Black Seminoles were able to control their agricultural production and 
achieve a certain degree of freedom. Archaeological excavations of the town of Pilaklikaha, for 
example, have brought to light artifacts that testify to a politically and culturally organized 
Black Seminole community reliant on agriculture and trade, “a small, young, decentralized, self-
sufficient community” that existed between 1813 and 1836 (Weik 2009, 232, 2012, 118–52; 
Weisman 2009). However, U.S. slaveholders threatened their livelihood in towns like 
Pilaklikaha when they realized that the existence of free Black towns so close to their borders 
could attract more runaways or incite rebellion in Georgia’s plantations. A long history of 
resistance and revolts nourished these fears. Cedric J. Robinson (2000, 121–66) traced the 
origins of the Black radical tradition to the sixteenth century when the enslaved started to flee. 
According to Robinson, the first general uprising occurred in New Spain in 1537. Since then, 
the enslaved escaped, resisted, and revolted throughout the continent. Fear of rebellion in 




Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion in Virginia, the 1811 Heroic Slave Revolt in Louisiana, and the 
success of the 1804 Revolution in Haiti (James 1989; P. H. Wood 1975). However, they were 
not the only ones (see Aptheker 1943; Genovese 1979; Price 1973; Robinson 1997).  
Black Seminoles used international rivalries, borders, and the contested space of Florida 
to their advantage. As other maroon societies, they served as military allies in exchange for 
protection (Price 1973). In the Seven Years War of 1754-1763, Black Seminoles fought with the 
Spanish in opposition to the British, in the War of 1812-1815 they fought with the British in 
opposition to the United States, and in the Patriot War of 1812-1814, they fought with Spain in 
opposition to U.S. expansionism into Florida (Patrick 1954; Cusick 2007). The representatives 
of the different armies and states attracted them with the promise of freedom, and Black 
Seminoles joined them because their return to enslavement was usually at stake. In each of the 
wars, Black Seminoles stood out in narratives of war and military documents as fierce 
fighters.53  
The most important of these wars, however, were the three Seminole Wars (1817-1818, 
1835-1842, 1855-1858), between Seminoles – in alliance with Black Seminoles – and the U.S. 
Army. For Black Seminoles, the first and second Seminole Wars became a turning point in 
migration and dispossession. Although the wars differed in strategy, the goal of the U.S. Army 
was the same: the containment and removal of Seminoles from Florida, and the return of Black 
Seminoles to their former owners for territorial expansion and protection of slaveholding 
interests (Weisman 2014, 392). During these wars, entire towns were destroyed and burned 
down, like Pilaklikaha in 1836. Black Seminoles resisted until the U.S. government removed 
them to Indian Territory in 1842, at the end of the Second Seminole War (1835-1842). 
                                                 
53 Recruitment in the military was not unique to Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles or maroons. Under Spanish 
colonialism, free Blacks were obliged to give military service, and some even became conquistadors (Aguirre 




After the first Seminole War (1817-1818), the U.S. Army dispossessed Black Seminoles 
from their fertile lands in northern Florida, and under the Treaty of Moultrie Creek (1823) the 
government displaced them to a five-million-acre reservation described as a “swampland, 
inundated and impossible to cultivate” in the center of the peninsula (Mulroy 1993b, 27). In the 
second Seminole War (1835-1842), the government dispossessed them from this unproductive 
land and displaced them to Indian Territory through the Treaties of Payne’s Landing (1832) 
and Fort Gibson (1833). The latter also established that Seminoles had to return fugitive 
Blacks to their owners, a divide and rule strategy that created tensions between Seminoles and 
Black Seminoles. This strategy reveals the settler colonial mechanisms in the United States, 
which located land and labor at the center, removed and eliminated Indians to appropriate land, 
and enslaved Blacks to make profit from the land (Wolfe 2011).   
Further tensions emerged when U.S. General Thomas Jesup realized that the alliances 
between Seminoles and Black Seminoles made them stronger and became determined to 
separate them. To do this, in 1838 he offered Black Seminoles freedom and protection if they 
surrendered. This meant that instead of returning them to slaveholding states, he would 
remove them to Indian Territory with the rest of the Seminoles. In these more favorable terms, 
most Black Seminoles resettled in Indian Territory, and their leaders played a significant role 
in negotiations between U.S. officials and Seminole leaders (Mulroy 2007, 50). This decision 
took a toll in Black Seminole-Seminole relations, and it is something that today surfaces in 
debates about Freedmen exclusion from the Seminole Nation in Oklahoma (Miller 2003). 
The Treaty of Fort Gibson (1833) also stipulated that in Indian Territory Seminoles 
and Black Seminoles would become part of the Creek Confederation, known as a slaveholding 
society that followed the southern White model of bondage. This meant that Seminoles would 




These forms of subjection, in addition to “great poverty,” as John Horse described their 
situation in a letter to General Jesup, made a group of Seminoles and Black Seminoles resist 
annexation to the Creek Confederation and seek a way out of Indian Territory by crossing the 
border to Mexico.54 Under the leadership of Seminole Coacoochee (also known as Wild Cat and 
Gato del Monte) and Black Seminole Juan Caballo/John Horse, in 1850 they crossed the 
international border under the auspices of the Mexican government.  
In light of the nineteenth-century struggles to maintain their land in Florida and their 
freedom from enslavement, the arrival in Mexico in 1850 contrasts sharply with the forced 
migration and dispossession in Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole imagination. Although they 
originated as a people that had obtained freedom through marronage, they understand the 
border crossing to Mexico as their final achievement of freedom. The main reason was that in 
Mexico Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles could no longer be enslaved by Whites or 
Seminoles. Mexican officials specified this in the 1850 agreement they made with the migrants, 
which established that slavery within tribes would not be allowed.55 In Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole imagination Mexico represented freedom, but the country was far from being a space 
of racial equality. In the following section, I explore how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
came to see Mexico as a space of racial freedom despite the ideologies and practices of racism.  
 
 
                                                 
54 Gopher John to Jesup, June 10,1848, National Archives Microfilm Publications, M234, Record Group 75, 
Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 1824-81, roll 801, J102-48 (cited in Mulroy 2007, 69).  
55 “Conforme á lo prevenido en las leyes del país, y muy particularmente en la parte segunda del artículo 35 del reglamento de 
colonias de 4 de Diciembre de 1846, en ningún tiempo se permitirá la esclavitud en las referidas tribus.” Official notice, 




The Ideas of Racial Freedom 
One of the first images when entering El Nacimiento de los Negros is the building the 
community uses as telesecundaria (middle school) during the morning, and as telebachillerato 
(high school) in the afternoon.56 A small sign outside one of the three classrooms reads 
“Telesecundaria Juan Caballo,” the name of the morning school. Like Phil Wilkes Fixico’s T-
shirt asserting that John Horse or Gopher John was never enslaved, the telesecundaria indexes 
the history of El Nacimiento de los Negros by using John Horse’s name in Spanish: Juan 
Caballo. Sketches of Juan Caballo/John Horse are visible during El Día de los Negros 
celebrations (Figure 11), at the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts Museum in Brackettville, at the 
Cultural Center in Múzquiz, or inside people’s houses in El Nacimiento de los Negros, FCS, 
and Brackettville. Born in Florida to an Indian father with Spanish ancestry, and a Black 
mother with Indian ancestry (Porter 1947), Juan Caballo/John Horse is regarded by Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles almost like an apical ancestor, the chief that led them to freedom 
and the founding father of their society in Mexico.57 Let us look at the processes that enabled 
Juan Caballo/John Horse to establish with his people in Coahuila.  
                                                 
56 Telesecundarias and telebachilleratos promote secondary school education with the support of television in remote 
and small rural communities in Mexico.  
57 See Tucker (1992) for a description of Juan Caballo/John Horse. A more extended discussion is in “Freedom 





Figure 11. Negro Mascogo woman posing with Juan Caballo/John Horse’s image during El Día de los Negros. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 
“The seminole went to mexico [sic] leaving Ark. And Okl. they left in the winter of 
1849 arriving in Mexico in the Spring of 1850. Obgate [sic] their self to the Mexican 
government to fight the hostile Indians and clear up that Country,” wrote Juan Caballo/John 
Horse’s grandson, John Jefferson, in a letter sent to historian Kenneth W. Porter in 1946.58 
Along with a group of Seminoles and a band of Kickapoos, in 1850 Black Seminoles crossed the 
border from Texas to Coahuila (via Eagle Pass-Piedras Negras) under the leadership of 
Seminole chief Gato del Monte/Wild Cat, Black Seminole chief Juan Caballo/John Horse, and 
Kickapoo chief Papicuan (also known as Papequah).59 In an interview with Laurence Foster in 
the 1930s in Brackettville, Becky Simmons, who was a member of the first party to arrive in 
Mexico when she was a child, remembered the border crossing: 
Now we was glad dat we done git away fo de American race people, and we felt dat we 
could be safe if we can git across de ribber. Our men look round wit Wild Cat fur a place 
to ford de ribber. It was dark and about de middle of de night, so dat we had to be a 
                                                 
58 John Jefferson to Kenneth W. Porter, July 12, 1946, Box 24a, Folder 11, Porter Papers. 
59 For the history of the Kickapoo people in Mexico see Del Moral (1999, 14–81), Gibson (1963), Latorre and 




hurrin’ to git through wit crossin’. But dem hours look like a ten years, for we wus so 
close to de American race people, dat we wanted to git away across de ribber soon. 
Soon, Wild Cat say dat he find a good place. We crossed first […], den de man crossed 
after us. Dere was a skiller made out uf three logs tied together, which we crossed on. 
Hit was a good ride fur de men took long sticks to guide de traption across de ribber. I 
neber would forgit dat time. Chulluns about to cry out cause dey is sleepy and de oluns 
scared dat dey is going to start aballin’ out before we can git ober. Wild Cat he is fast 
and quick. He does things quick. De Mexicans did not know dat we wus dere eder. John 
Horse he told dem when we wus ready to tell de Mexicans dat we wus dare (cited in 
Foster 1935, 42–43). 
 
As stated by Simmons, Mexican authorities did not know that Black Seminoles were in 
Coahuila, but the leaders of the groups requested admission to Mexico as settlers. On July 13, 
1850, Juan Manuel Maldonado, sub-inspector of the eastern colonias militares, informed General 
Inspector Antonio María Jáuregui that more than seven hundred Indians, including women, 
children and some Blacks had arrived from the United States. Some of them, he specified, 
belonged to the very “bellicose” tribe of Seminoles, who fought against the “best” U.S. troops in 
the extermination war in Florida. Others belonged to the Kickapoo, and the third to the 
Mascogos. Maldonado then explained that their capitancillos (leaders) manifested their intention 
to stay and would wait until they received a resolution from the “Supreme Government.”60 
Seeing the advantage of their skills as “bellicose” warriors, after a few negotiations, on October 
15, 1850, the Mexican government announced that they would allow the migrants to settle in 
Mexican territory. Their establishment along the border would serve as part of the military 
offensive towards “savage” Indians in exchange for providing them protection and “purifying” 
                                                 
60 “Un número de mas de setecientos Indios, entre mujeres, niños y algunos Negros, han pisado el territorio de Mejico 
procedentes de los Estados Unidos del Norte. Unos de ellos de la tribu muy belicosa conocida por de los Seminoles que en las 
Floridas sostubo la guerra de esterminio contra la mejor tropa de los Estados Unidos. Otros pertenecen a la de los Quikapu, y 





their customs with Christianity.61 To become Mexican citizens, they had to fight in the wars 
against the Apaches and Comanches.  
 The arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Mexico was the result of their 
effort to improve their lives and to get as far from enslavement as possible. Because of this, in 
oral tradition, the community remembers Juan Caballo/John Horse as the liberator of their 
people. If Juan Caballo/John Horse, Gato del Monte/Wild Cat, and Papicuan were able to take 
their people into Mexico, it was because they were able to negotiate and because they had prior 
knowledge that crossing the border would result in freedom from enslavement and forced 
settlement in reservations. However, external factors were equally important. Mexico’s 
interests contributed to the reception of these Black-Indian peoples into the country despite the 
racist ideologies and practices against Indigenous peoples and non-White immigrants.62  
 
The making of an abolitionist state  
Since the beginning of the movement for independence in 1810, ideas of racial equality started 
permeating the construction of the modern Mexican nation. Dismantling the colonial caste 
system and abolishing slavery was on the agenda of leaders of the War of Independence, such 
as Miguel Hidalgo and José María Morelos y Pavón, who issued documents manifesting 
antislavery sentiment. After Independence (1821), Mexico forbade the introduction of enslaved 
people, but it was only in 1824, with the overthrow of the Mexican Empire and the 
establishment of a Federal Republic, that the slave trade was also forbidden. Also in 1824, a 
decree ordered the elimination of ethnic or racial categories in official paperwork (Reséndez 
                                                 
61 Official notice, “Medida para mejora de las colonias militares,” October 18, 1850 (cited in Dublán and Lozano 
1876, V:747–50). 
62 For in-depth discussions about the arrival of fugitive and free Blacks in Mexico in the nineteenth century see 
Audain (2014), Díaz Casas (2018b), Gassner (2003), Hammack (2015), Horne (2005), Jacoby (2004), Kelley (2004), 




2005, 53). However, the federal government abolished slavery until 1829 with President 
Vicente Guerrero’s Emancipation Decree. This was early compared to the United States and 
other Latin American countries (Andrews 2004, 57). The idea of racially equal nations was not 
unique to Mexico. Liberalism in nineteenth-century Latin America promoted notions of 
raceless individuals. However, elites associated citizenship with literacy, property, and 
individual autonomy, which were mostly attributes of White men (Appelbaum, Macpherson, 
and Rosemblatt 2003a). 
 As a result of Guerrero’s decree, after 1829 the Mexico-United States border acquired a 
new meaning. Not only was it a dividing line between two modern states, but it also became a 
dividing line between two racial regimes: the slaveholding society of the U.S. South and the 
Mexican abolitionist state, in other words, a line between enslavement and freedom. As Omi 
and Winant argue for the United States, racial regimes are unstable and contested (2012, 316), 
and the Coahuila-Texas borderland was no exception.  
Before and after 1829 the process of abolition was far from fluid, as there were multiple 
declarations and negotiations, and numerous leaders intervened promoting their interests. The 
dynamics within the state of Coahuila y Tejas were, without a doubt, the most problematic 
(Díaz Casas 2015, 2018a). The Coahuila y Tejas Constitution of 1827 incorporated article 13 
establishing freedom of wombs and prohibition of the slave trade, but Anglo colonists and 
Mexicans interested in continuing cotton production through slavery soon challenged the new 
laws (González Oropeza and De la Teja 2016). These attempts to repeal antislavery laws, in 
conjunction with tensions between centralists and federalists, eventually led to the Texas 
Revolution (1835-1836) and the territory’s break from Mexico (Torget 2015, 137–76).  
When Vicente Guerrero freed the enslaved, he did so under “emergency war powers” 




1829. Under these powers, Guerrero issued several decrees that bypassed Congress and 
countered the principles of federalism. These actions led to rebellions all over the country and 
ended in his being ousted from office in December 1829 (he was tried for treason and executed 
in February 1831). While the emancipation decree did not have effects in most of the country, 
in Coahuila y Tejas, the only part where chattel slavery was an integral part of the economy, 
elites received it with great alarm, for economic reasons but also because it threatened the 
sovereignty of states.63 After numerous struggles, officials managed to obtain an exception for 
Texas in late 1829. Andrew J. Torget points out that even though scholars identify Vicente 
Guerrero’s emancipation of 1829 as the end of slavery in Mexico and often praise him as the 
“First Black Indian President” (Vincent 2001), slavery did not end until 1837, after the Texas 
Revolution, when Congress abolished the institution “without any exception” (Torget 2015, 
305).64 
It is important to pause and reflect on what happened at the Coahuila-Texas borderland 
in the period between Independence from Spain in 1821 and the establishment of the Republic 
of Texas in 1836. Although Coahuila y Tejas developed as a single region, colonization would 
eventually lead to its separation, not only in terms of administration and territory but also in 
terms of the racial regimes. U.S. nationals entered Mexico as a result of the Colonization Laws 
of 1821 (issued by Spain and ratified by Independent Mexico), which allowed the entry of 
immigrants if they converted to Catholicism. Under these laws, Moses Austin negotiated the 
establishment of a colony, and when he died his son, Stephen Austin, obtained a license to take 
300 families to Tejas in 1825 and later became the founder of the Republic of Texas. Each head 
                                                 
63 For information about slavery in Saltillo, Coahuila see Valdés and Dávila (1989), and for documents related to 
the laws of slavery in Texas see Campbell, Pugsley, and Duncan (2010).  
64 Vicente Guerrero was of White, Black, and Indian descent. He was commander in chief during the last years of 
the Mexican Independence (1810-1821). He participated in the drafting of Plan de Iguala in 1820, the document 
that consolidated the Independence. During 1823-1824 he served in the Junta that ran the country, and in 1829 he 




of household would receive 259 hectares of land plus some extra land depending on the number 
of children and enslaved people they brought with them. The government exempted them from 
taxes for seven years, and they had the freedom to introduce all necessary goods. This first 
agreement, which supported the “ownership” of people and even granted land according to the 
number of enslaved people they had, served colonists to build their arguments in favor of Tejas’ 
exemption from abolition (Santoscoy et al. 2000, 175). Concerned with settlers’ loyalty to 
Mexico, in 1830 President Anastacio Bustamante issued a decree prohibiting further 
immigration from the United States and the introduction of more enslaved people into Tejas. 
However, a decree in the state of Coahuila y Tejas allowed the introduction of lifetime 
indentured servants, masking the persistence of slavery. Later, the Colonization Laws of 1832 
reduced lifetime indentured servitude to 10 years (Barker 1924, 28–29; Campbell 1991; 
Santoscoy et al. 2000, 185). Stephen Austin had no choice but to let this happen, and although 
he was ambivalent about the question of slavery in Tejas, he was willing to represent his 
colonists. His project was clear: “Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and 
unavoidable necessity compels it. It is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I 
can, prudently, in favor of it. I will do so” (S. F. Austin 1831). Austin achieved his project once 
Texas became independent in 1836. The Texas Revolution altered the somewhat unified racial 
regime of the region and ultimately fragmented it into two very different ones. What mattered 
for people in this context was how to navigate between these distinct racial regimes. Flight to 
Mexico was the answer for thousands. 
Conflicts over slavery in Coahuila y Tejas show that even though Mexico adopted 
abolitionist laws and created a discourse of freedom and equality, this was a complex process 
that called for flexibility when prioritizing interests. In the case of Coahuila y Tejas, the need to 




words, “the Mexican leaders found it extremely difficult to choose between the revolutionary 
ideal of liberty and the practical need to protect property interests and encourage settlement in 
their nation” (1991, 15).  
Even though Mexico abolished slavery, it relied heavily on indebted workers. In the 
Coahuila-Texas borderland, Cora Montgomery (Jane Cazneau) denounced this as “peon 
slavery” in 1852 (Montgomery 1852). David Nichols (2013) discusses how people running away 
from slavery and Mexican indebted peons became allies in the mid-nineteenth century and how 
debt peons escaped to the United States to gain freedom. “Peon slavery” did not just involve the 
borderlands. During the French Intervention and Emperor Maximilian’s rule in Mexico (1861-
1867), the government established communication with U.S. Confederates for their settlement 
in Mexico, the incorporation of enslaved people as indebted peons, and a covert form to 
establish slavery back in Mexico.65 Conflict over “peon slavery” and other forms of inequality 
erupted in the Caste Wars of Yucatán (1847-1901) in the South of Mexico when Mayas 
rebelled against Whites and mestizos (N. A. Reed 2001). These debates show that although 
many people imagined Mexico as a space of racial freedom, this was far from reality. As we will 
see, Mexicans considered Blacks as inferior and even damaging for the nation. Why, then, could 
they enter as colonists in Mexico? Before I answer this question, let us look at the ideas Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles and other people had about Mexico. 
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“Mexico was a land of freedom” 
“When we came, fleeing slavery, Mexico was a land of freedom and the Mexicans spread out 
their arms to us.” According to Rosa Fay, interviewed by Kenneth W. Porter in 1942, these 
were Juan Caballo/John Horse’s words (Porter 1951, 11–12). Whether these were his exact 
words or not is less relevant than the tropes they invoke. In this narrative, the image of Mexico 
receiving fugitives with open arms is powerful in creating an idea of a benevolent country 
willing to help people escaping racial violence in the mid-nineteenth century.  
Despite the complexity of the abolition process in Mexico, Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles remember the date of 1829 and the figure of Vicente Guerrero:  
Caballo, when he and Wild Cat […], when they came out of Florida during the Trail of 
Tears, they are the ones that are actually responsible for the Blacks going to 
Nacimiento […] because there wasn’t any slavery in Mexico […], and they knew that 
[…], and they went back into Mexico. […] 1829 Mexico had abolished slavery, and 
you know who the president was? Vicente Guerrero. Vicente Guerrero was the first 
president of African descent ah? Era negro. See? And he was the one that abolished 
slavery in Mexico in 1829. 
 
In his testimony, Elijah highlights the agency of Black people in two different ways. He first 
locates Juan Caballo/John Horse and Gato del Monte/Wild Cat as leaders with full awareness 
of the possibility of taking their people across the border because Mexico had abolished slavery. 
In showing that Juan Caballo/John Horse and Gato del Monte/Wild Cat planned and 
negotiated Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles arrival in Mexico because they had the 
knowledge, instead of portraying this border crossing as a spontaneous action or a 
geographical accident, Elijah’s narrative recognizes them as political actors. He then highlights 
the role of Guerrero abolishing slavery, proudly pointing out that he was Black, like them, and 




president. In his view, Blacks could obtain power and gain social mobility in Mexico.66 
Supporting the idea that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles knew that crossing the border 
could give them freedom, historian Kenneth W. Porter argues that Juan Caballo/John Horse 
received advice from General Arbuckle in Fort Smith to go to Mexico where “a negro was as 
big as anybody” (cited in Porter 1996, 127). 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were not the only ones understanding that crossing 
the border to Mexico would be a path to racial freedom. This was an idea that permeated the 
landscape since the 1830s. For instance, on January 2, 1832, a “colored female of Philadelphia” 
published “Emigration to Mexico” in The Liberator, an abolitionist newspaper based in Boston. 
In her text, she proposed that independence should be sought  
by leaving the land of oppression, and emigrating where we may be received and treated 
as brothers; where our worth will be felt and acknowledged; and where we may acquire 
education, wealth and respectability […]. Where is that country to which we may 
remove, and thus become free and equal? I believe that country to be Mexico. There is 
an independent nation, where indeed ‘all men are born free and equal’ (The Liberator 
1832).  
 
Since President Vicente Guerrero’s decree of 1829, ideas of Mexico as a space of racial freedom 
spread in the most diverse sectors: among White abolitionists, in newspapers, among cotton 
growers, and enslaved and free Blacks. However, it was not just the legal emancipation that 
caught people’s attention, but the possibility of racial equality, dignity, and social mobility 
through “education, wealth and respectability,” among other things.  
 On the side of abolitionists, Benjamin Lundy became active in promoting migration to 
Mexico via colonization. Lundy was a publisher from New Jersey, a Quaker, and a leading 
abolitionist in the 1820s and 1830s in the United States. Under the idea that Mexico was a 
                                                 





welcoming space for enslaved and free Blacks, Lundy traveled several times in the 1830s to 
request the establishment of Black colonies in the north of Mexico. By 1834 he finally received 
authorization and a land grant to establish a Black colony in Matamoros, Tamaulipas. The 
families were scheduled to arrive in 1835, but the process was interrupted by the Texas 
Revolution, and Lundy’s colonization project never materialized (Gassner 2003; Lundy and 
Earle 1847). 
The formerly enslaved remember that the idea of Mexico as a land of freedom 
permeated their daily lives. Testimonies in the Slave Narratives from the Federal Writer’s 
Project, which collected the experiences of formerly enslaved people in Texas in 1936, reveal an 
awareness of the possibility of escape to Mexico. Take Felix Haywood’s testimony as an 
example:  
Sometimes someone would come ‘long and try to get us to run up North and be free. 
We used to laugh at that. There wasn’t no reason to run up North. All we had to do was 
to walk, but walk South, and we’d be free as soon as we crossed the Rio Grande. In 
Mexico you could be free. They didn’t care what color you was, black, white, yellow or 
blue. Hundreds of slaves did go to Mexico and got on all right. We would hear about 
‘em and how they was goin’ to be Mexicans. They brought up their children to speak 
only Mexican (Federal Writers’ Project: Slave Narrative Project 1936a, Vol. 16, Texas, 
Part 2, Easter-King:132).67 
 
Felix Haywood was 92 when he gave this interview in San Antonio. He was born enslaved in 
St. Hedwig, Texas and became free after the Civil War.  
Victoria Sanford (2009) reminds us that sometimes testimonies are attempts to make 
sense of situations of violence and terror, and as such, they may not reveal the exact “truth” but 
rather its reconstruction in the understanding of individuals and groups. Like the words 
attributed to John Horse, what matters is that Haywood’s testimony reveals an idea about a 
                                                 





Mexico that did not make racial distinctions, and that offered freedom to the enslaved. By 
locating the idea of running north as a laughable possibility, and by emphasizing walking 
instead of running, Haywood points to the facility of crossing the border – not only did Mexico 
signify freedom, but it was easily achieved by walking south. Although Haywood and his family 
felt no need to escape because they had enough to eat, they knew that it was an option, which 
Haywood took later as a free Black.  
Escape to Mexico was not just the product of people’s imaginaries but a tangible reality, 
and the enslaved learned about this by hearing stories or, as in Haywood and Juan 
Caballo/John Horse’s cases, being motivated by free Blacks and abolitionists. Because escape 
was a reality and threatened the interests of slaveholders, it gave way to diplomatic tensions 
between Mexico and the United States. Since the 1830s U.S. slaveholders and government 
representatives started reaching out to the Mexican government regarding their lost 
“property” (Horne 2005). In March 6, 1832, for example, the Senate and House of 
Representatives of the State of Louisiana published a resolution stating that  
our Senators and Representatives in Congress of the United States are requested to 
represent to the general government the necessity of making such arrangements with 
the Mexican government by which the inhabitants of this State, will have the right of 
reclaiming their Slaves, when found on the Mexican territory.68  
 
However, the Mexican government resisted U.S. pressure and did not agree to any extradition 
treaty, maintaining its antislavery position (Tyler 1972, 12). In response to Mexico’s protection 
of fugitives from slavery, slaveowners organized vigilante committees and hired people to cross 
the border and recover the enslaved (Díaz Casas 2018b).  
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Despite all the tensions and the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 in the United 
States, by the 1850s, when Texas was already part of the United States, an estimated 3,000 
fugitives from Texas were living in northern Mexican states like Coahuila (Schwartz 1974, 
60).69 Travelers recorded fugitives’ escape to Mexico in their memoirs. In Frederick Law 
Olmsted’s journal, the landscape architect affirmed that runaways were constantly arriving in 
Mexico in the 1850s and that the Mexican government was just to them, offering opportunities 
to acquire honor and wealth (1857, 323–27). Escape also became a concern of slaveholders. For 
example, on September 1851 Texan Guy M. Bryan wrote a letter to James F. Perry, an early 
settler in Texas, saying that “the negroe he has got Mexico in his head” (cited in Kelley 2004, 
709), referring to his decision not to swap a tract of land for an enslaved man because of the 
possibility of escape to the South. 
The idea of Mexico as a space of racial freedom was not only about slavery. In the 
postbellum period, and especially after Reconstruction, free Blacks continued crossing the 
border and trying to find a haven from racial violence.70 Haywood’s narrative points to this by 
assuring that once in Mexico skin color was not relevant. You could be black, white, yellow, or 
even blue; it did not matter. Mexico was not only attractive for its abolitionist laws but also its 
lack of legal racial distinctions and its apparent inclusive citizenship. Concretely, the 1824 
Constitution extended citizenship to everybody except the enslaved. After abolition in 1829, 
the formerly enslaved also became citizens.  
Even after 1865 and the American Civil War, Mexico appealed to Blacks as a space of 
racial freedom and the government continued accepting them in its territory. On December 19, 
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1919, for example, Julius O’Pettigrew, an African American Reverend from Oklahoma, 
contacted the Mexican consul in Calexico, California saying that he and some families wanted 
to become Mexican citizens. He claimed that the U.S. government did not give Black families 
any legal protection and that they were insulted, lynched, and burned by Southern Whites. The 
Mexican government responded that they would allow entry to 30 families of the “black race” 
(Horne 2005, Footnote 45 of Introduction). The date of this request is relevant. In 1919 
violence towards Blacks escalated in the United States, partly against Blacks’ efforts to form 
unions and other forms of organization. People resisted in numerous ways, including 
insurrection, migration to the urban Northeast, Midwest, and West of the United States, and 
Mexico (Bentley-Edwards et al. 2018; McWhirter 2011). This violence coincided with the “Red 
Scare” that followed the 1917 Russian Revolution and led to mass deportation of European 
communists, socialists, and anarchists. In Arizona, California, New Mexico, Texas, Nebraska 
and Wyoming, mob violence and segregation also extended to Mexicans. As I described in 
chapter 1, paramilitary forces like the Texas Rangers played a central role in this violence, 
which escalated in 1918 with the Porvenir Massacre (Carrigan and Webb 2013; Muñoz 
Martinez 2018).  
Empresarios (land agents or contractors) took a particular interest and promoted the 
establishment of Black colonies in Mexico. After Lundy’s failed attempt in the 1830s, the 
Mexican government made agreements with various empresarios. For example, Luis N. Fouché, 
a free Black from Florida, negotiated the migration of 100 families, a land grant, citizenship, 
and tax exemptions (Schwartz 1974, 40). With these negotiations, Fouché established the 
colony of “Eureka” in Veracruz in 1857. The same year, 40 families from New Orleans 
established the Donato colony in Veracruz (Lemelle 2013). Empresarios such as Jack Johnson, 




(instead of colonization projects) and specifically targeted “colored people,” as the boxer did in 
his 1919 ad in The Messenger, a Black newspaper: 
Colored People. You who are lynched, tortured, mobbed, persecuted and discriminated 
against in the boasted ‘Land of Liberty.’ … OWN A HOME IN MEXICO where one 
man is as good as another and it is not your nationality that counts but simply you! 
[…] best of all there is [no] ‘race prejudice’ in Mexico and in fact, severe punishment is 
meted out to those who discriminate against a man because of his color or race. Neither 
is there censorship, espionage or conscription (Horne 2005, Introduction). 
 
Records, projects, testimonies, and even newspaper ads produced by enslaved and free 
Blacks, abolitionists, slaveholders, and government officials, attest to a pervasive idea of Mexico 
as a space of racial freedom. In his discussion about freedom as marronage, Neil Roberts affirms 
that “slave agency is part imagination, part enactment, each reinforcing the other” (2015, 46). 
In his argument, Roberts poses the idea that freedom is partly a state of being and that the 
agency within marronage is in its potentiality. From this standpoint, the enslaved needed to 
imagine the possibility of freedom in order to act. The idea of Mexico as a space of racial 
freedom reproduced and exaggerated by the enslaved and by numerous other actors, was 
fundamental in making the border crossing possible materially but also ideologically. It gave 
people hope that, as written in the 1832 article by the “colored female of Philadelphia,” 
emigration to Mexico would come with freedom and equality. It is this potentiality that 
motivated the actions of Juan Caballo/John Horse when he led his people across the border.  
 Although in these ideas and narrations Mexico appeared as a benevolent and liberal 
nation that offered racial equality, much more was at stake when receiving the waves of fugitive 
and free Blacks in Mexican territory. The gradual making of a racial regime that separated 
Texas from Coahuila, first in terms of abolitionist law, and later in terms of racial segregation 
and inequality, served the interests of the White Texas society, but also those of Mexico as an 




Racializing the Mexican Nation 
Before analyzing the conditions of the arrival of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Mexico, 
it is necessary to understand nineteenth-century debates over the racial configuration of the 
nation. Mexico might have appeared as a space of racial freedom because of abolition and the 
promise of equality, but this did not mean that the country was as welcoming as it appeared to 
abolitionists, slaveholders, and Blacks in the United States.  
Mestizaje became a substantial project in Mexico after the Revolution (1910-1920). It 
located the mestizo, resulting from the racial mixing between Indigenous and Europeans, as the 
national subject (Knight 1990), and it exalted the value of racial mixing (see chapter 4). 
However, the meaning of mestizaje in the nineteenth century was different. It signaled a period 
of transition to Whiteness.  
After Mexico became independent, the numerous native groups that Europeans and 
Mexican elites racialized and lumped together as Indian posed a contradiction. If the Mexican 
nation was the proud heir of pre-Columbian civilizations, then it was necessary to explain why 
contemporary Indians lived in such marginal conditions. The liberal discourse provided the 
answer. Their “inferiority” and “decadence” were the product of conquest, and the solution was 
to make them disappear (C. A. Hale 1968). This could happen by whitening the nation through 
assimilation of Indigenous people and European immigration, or what Tomás Pérez Vejo calls 
“the soft genocide of mestizaje” (2015, 98), one of the instruments of settler colonialism in 
Mexico.  
In the mid-nineteenth century, Mexican liberals adopted scientific racism, which 
provided a rationale to establish hierarchies based on heredity. Alan Knight (1990, 78) remarks 
that the heyday of European racist thought (1850-1920) coincided with Mexico’s liberal state 




labor force, and scientific racism served to rationalize the proletarianization of Indigenous 
peoples. Forced assimilation also became part of the national formula, and during Porfirio 
Díaz’s rule (1876-1880, 1884-1911) the government violently repressed Indigenous groups 
who resisted, like the Yaquis in Sonora, the Mayas in Yucatán, and the Apaches in Chihuahua 
and Coahuila (N. A. Reed 2001; Rodríguez 1995, 1998; Taibo II 2013). As I discussed in chapter 
1, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were an instrument of this repression as military 
colonists since 1850.  
Blanqueamiento or whitening became a racial project across Latin America, especially in 
South American countries like Argentina, which attracted large Italian and other European 
populations. Mexico was not the exception (Appelbaum, Macpherson, and Rosemblatt 2003b; 
Yankelevich 2009). Since Independence, Mexico promoted immigration to populate and 
develop the country. The Colonization Laws of 1824 enabled migration of U.S. citizens to Tejas 
and attracted European migrants. Three Italian colonies were established for agriculture in the 
state of Veracruz in 1831, 1833, and 1850, but they were unsuccessful due to weather and 
unhealthy conditions (Martínez Rodríguez 2010). Efforts to promote European colonies became 
successful at the end of the nineteenth century, especially the Italian colony of Veracruz, which 
formed between 1881 and 1882 and attracted approximately 2,500 farmers in a short time 
(Martínez Rodríguez 2013).  
 In light of the concerns about the racial composition of the Mexican nation, and the 
efforts to whiten through immigration, it is essential to ask why state representatives received 
Blacks if they considered them inferior and even damaging for the nation. Despite Mexico’s 
abolitionist tendencies, government representatives and intellectuals debated the arrival of 
Black immigrants since 1821. However, the tensions did not escalate until colonization projects 




Mexican president Porfirio Díaz approved the establishment of 20,000 Black settlers along the 
coasts of Campeche, Tabasco, and Nayarit under the leadership of African American William 
Henry Ellis, who was formerly enslaved in Texas and later became wealthy by doing business 
in Mexico (Jacoby 2004, 2016).  
Ellis’s Black colony triggered heated debates in newspapers and within the government. 
Agents of the state consulted anthropologists and other professionals, and their reports 
evaluated the “character” of Blacks and their working capacities, often touching upon issues of 
morality and laziness, and discussing whether the presence of Black people would undermine 
the racial project of the nation in the nineteenth century. In 1879, before the approval of Ellis’s 
colony, Miguel Ruelas, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, requested renowned intellectuals 
Francisco Pimentel and Manuel Orozco y Berra to give their opinion on the possibility of 
establishing Chinese and Black colonies in Mexico. They both coincided on a definite no to the 
projects.71 Concerning Blacks, the most outstanding arguments were that Blacks did not work 
satisfactorily outside conditions of enslavement; the presence of Blacks would increase the 
problem of the heterogeneity of “races;” they would negatively influence Indigenous people; and 
the reception of the “remains” of populations that other nations disposed of would only come 
with “vices,” “ignorance,” and “inconveniences.” Pimentel cited numerous authors for 
supporting his arguments and included ideas such as the belief in the religious community that 
Blacks were a “degraded race, like descendants from the damned Cain.” Instead, he questioned, 
“will the degraded Black race come to correct Indians, or would it be better for our government 
to protect the colonization of the law-abiding Belgian, the industrious English, the German 
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entrepreneur?” Both intellectuals considered colonization necessary for the development of the 
country, but the desired population was White.72  
Even the defendants of Black colonization projects tended to agree that they would pose 
a risk for the racial composition of the nation. In 1910 El Imparcial, a newspaper that usually 
supported government action, published a series of positive notes on Ellis’s colonization 
project. The reasoning in the notes was that migration of Blacks could indeed be damaging, but 
that the number of migrants was not enough to transform the racial composition of the nation. 
Instead, they could work the land in regions where climate conditions were more favorable for 
Black people because they were better adapted. The racialization of work by attaching “Black 
characteristics” to “naturally fitting jobs” worked to establish that although it was not the most 
desirable population, they could admit Blacks as long as they were not too numerous and they 
settled in areas not populated by Whites (Pérez Vejo 2015, 101).  
Many things were at stake for the different actors involved in the negotiations for the 
establishment of Black colonies in Mexico in the nineteenth century. In the project of the 
Mexican state, the development of a capitalist, export-oriented economy required populating 
the northern regions and cultivating the “empty” lands. For individuals like Ellis, the 
establishment of Black colonies in Mexico was a way out of racial oppression, although his 
arguments also supported the ideas of capitalist growth through Black migration. For instance, 
Ellis argued that “the American negro as a cotton grower and in agricultural pursuits [is] 
unexcelled in the world […]. He has proven this by producing in the United States one fourth 
of the entire cotton crop of the world” (cited in Jacoby 2004, 213). In the eyes of some U.S. 
nationals, this was also an opportunity to “solve” the racial problem in the United States. In 
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1894 Matías Romero, Mexico’s diplomatic representative in Washington, wrote a letter to the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Mexico informing him of Andrew Jackson Houston’s project to 
establish a “Negro Republic in Northern Mexico,” presented to the Lily-White Republican 
Convention and rejected by them due to its unfeasibility. In Houston’s words, “the idea, of 
course, would be to send thither the bulk of the negroes from the United States, in order to get 
rid of them.”73  
At the end of the nineteenth century, some people saw Black colonization projects as 
favorable for the development of agriculture and for populating isolated regions, especially in 
the north of Mexico, as long as these migrations were regulated. However, agricultural 
production was not the only interest. During the Indian Wars, state officials saw Blacks as 
assets in the military defense of the border, as was the case of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles in the Coahuila-Texas borderland, and the Buffalo Soldiers in the United States 
(Glasrud and Searles 2007).  
 
Becoming (almost) “civilized” 
So, they gave them that land and then the name of Los Colonias [sic] de los Negros 
Mascogos. And then you know, these people came in and […] consequently what 
happens is that the Mexican government they liked the Mascogos, in other words the 
Blacks being in there, because they were very very industrious. They planted farms, 
they raised cows, chickens, horses, you know, they created a metropolis, see, and they, 
what the Mexican government liked about it was that they were self-sufficient. They 
didn’t, they weren’t looking for the Mexican government to give them anything. […] 
The Mexican government found out that, hey, these Blacks were the most fierce [sic] 
warriors that they had ever seen. Bravery beyond the word bravery, who were excellent 
trackers, who were excellent march men, who showed a [sic] excellent ability as far as 
horsemanship, these guys they came in one big package. And the Mexican government, 
the motive was that, hey let’s bring these Mascogos in and let’s put them into a military 
[…] to defend, to defend the Mexican government, and get them into the military.  
 
                                                 




In their oral tradition, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles remember the arrival in Mexico as 
an act of bravery and freedom. They also emphasize their skills as warriors, their self-
sufficiency, and their industriousness. They even imagine El Nacimiento de los Negros as a 
“metropolis.” This is a narrative of success. They managed to escape slavery, and once they did, 
they became valuable soldiers in Mexico. The material proof is a silver peace medal with the 
legend “México a los Seminoles,” (Mexico to the Seminoles) which the Mexican government 
might have given to Gato del Monte/Wild Cat as evidence to the treaty signed on July 26, 
1852 when the Seminoles, Negros Mascogos and Kickapoo received the land grant in El 
Nacimiento (Mulroy 1993b, 92). Although I never met a person who had seen the medal, people 
constantly mentioned it to me, and I saw it printed on a Mexican flag, along with a sketch of 
Juan Caballo/John Horse, during El Día de los Negros (Figure 11). Rumor says that a woman in 
Del Rio, Texas has the medal, and some people even believe that this medal has served a family 
to obtain U.S. visas because it is proof that they are descendants of soldiers. Although this story 
seems rather implausible because the medal has no connection to their work as soldiers in the 
United States, it shows the value of the object as a source of pride and as material proof of their 
participation in history with “bravery beyond the word bravery.” Like many stories of 
documents embedded with almost supernatural powers, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
imagine the medal as having the power to grant them visas (see Edelman 1992, 146; Gould 
1998, 220; and Hetherington 2011).  
Negros Mascogos entered Mexico as a Black colony and as a colonia militar. Gato del 
Monte/Wild Cat, Juan Caballo/John Horse, and Papicuan had to negotiate with the Mexican 
government, and the authorities had to justify the entry of Indians and Blacks at a time when 
the desired migrant population was White. Labeling and racialization informed these 




Mexico should use the enslaved who were escaping and crossing from the United States as a 
barrier against possible U.S. invasion. The reasoning behind was that when choosing between 
liberty and bondage, they would protect their freedom in Mexico and would aid the 
government because their lives were at stake (Schwartz 1974, 18–19). Sánchez de Tagle’s 
thinking set the bases for the negotiations Negros Mascogos would develop with the Mexican 
government, and for the establishment of Black colonies in the north of Mexico.  
When Black Seminoles were in Florida and Oklahoma, officers usually referred to them 
as Negroes Seminoles or as the Negroes that accompanied Indian Seminoles, but since the first 
communications with Mexican authorities in July 1850, records show them as “Mascogos.”74 It 
is unclear how this label appeared in Mexico, but historian Kenneth W. Porter hypothesized 
that the name might derive from the word “Muskogee,” a language spoken by some of the 
people who traveled with Juan Caballo/John Horse. In Porter’s thinking, a Mexican officer may 
have asked someone what language they spoke and misunderstanding the word Muskogee 
might have written Mascogo instead (Porter 1951, 1).75 If this is the case, then the name 
Mascogo has Indian roots, since the Muskogee were the dominant group in the Creek 
Confederacy and one of the groups that formed the Seminole Nation in Florida. But Mexican 
documents and newspapers in the nineteenth century, such as El Monitor Republicano and El 
Siglo Diez y Nueve, also refer to them as Negros Mascogos (Black Mascogos), Indios Mascogos 
(Indian Mascogos), Negros libres (free Blacks), morenos (dark skinned), tribus nómadas (nomadic 
tribes), and tribus no bárbaras (non-barbaric tribes). These racializations are relevant not only 
because they show certain ambiguity defining whether they were Black, Indian or both (see 
chapter 4), or because they make a clear distinction between Seminoles and Black Seminoles by 
                                                 
74 Juan Manuel Maldonado to Antonio María Jáuregui, July 13, 1850, FCMO, C8, F1, E7, 2F, AGEC. 
75 This hypothesis seems plausible given the translation of the reports of the Committee of Investigation sent in 
1873 by the Mexican government to the frontier of Texas, where Mascogos are referred to as “Muscogees” 




labeling the latter with a different name. They are relevant because they label Negros 
Mascogos as non-barbaric, and therefore as “civilized.” As discussed in chapter 1, in a context of 
settler colonialism, when the north of Mexico was devastated by Comanche and Apache raids, 
establishing the boundary between “civilized” and “non-civilized” Indians was central for 
negotiations and admittance of peoples into Mexican territory.  
The official notice issued by the Mexican federal government indicating the acceptance 
of Negros Mascogos, Seminoles and Kickapoos as military colonists justified their settlement 
by stating that the groups were made of “industrious and working men, whose character and 
skills bring them closer to civilization.” That they practiced moral customs and at the same 
time were “brave warriors,” had great loyalty, and fulfilled their commitments. All these 
characteristics served as a guarantee to admit them in the country.76 This document 
highlighted desirable qualities of the groups and located them outside of the categories of 
“savage” and “barbaric” used for Comanches and Apaches. However, the authors of this notice 
found it important to emphasize that despite all their virtues, Negros Mascogos were not fully 
civilized, but an approximation to it. Mexico accepted non-White people and acknowledged 
their value for the nation. Their behavior and trajectory made them assimilable.  
When Maldonado reported on the arrival of these groups, he emphasized that the 
Seminoles were the “bellicose” group that fought against the United States. What mattered was 
not that at the time Seminoles were racialized as non-civilized fighting the civilized troops of 
Florida, but that their bellicosity was useful for military action against semi-nomadic groups 
                                                 
76 “La notoriedad de que dichas tribus son compuestas de hombres industriosos y trabajadores, cuyo carácter y habitudes los 
aproxima á la civilizacion, como que viven del trabajo y profesan costumbres morales, sin dejar de ser guerreros y de un valor 
á toda prueba; los informes que se han recibido sobre la lealtad y religiosidad con que dichas tribus cumplen los compromisos 
que contraen y que ellas ofenden solemnemente como la mejor garantía para que se les admita en la República.” Official 





and U.S. filibusters in Mexican territory. These political interests gave them (almost) civilized 
status and turned them into desirable immigrants.  
Secretary of War Mariano Arista reported in 1851 that Mexico admitted Negros 
Mascogos, Seminoles, and Kickapoos for settlement in a land difficult to colonize because of the 
instability of the region. The region required people accustomed to living with limited 
resources and a lack of commodities or security. Those Indians, he argued, had the skills for 
agricultural work and were accustomed to fighting to defend their lives, families, and land. 
They yearned for a stable home and were grateful for the opportunity to settle in Mexico 
(Secretaría de Guerra y Marina 1851, 67).  
Newspapers of the time illustrate the reluctance in certain sectors to admit people like 
Negros Mascogos. On November 19, 1850, for example, El Universal published a note called “El 
gobierno y la civilizacion [sic]. – Una medida antinacional y antipolítica” (The Government 
and Civilization – An anti-national and anti-political measure) questioning the decision to 
admit “savage,” “semi-barbaric” or “totally barbaric” groups and free Blacks into Mexican 
territory. The writer of the article affirmed that these were groups of “warriors” who could not 
adapt in peaceful circumstances, who had “no morality, practice paganism, have no culture, and 
belong to enemy nations.” This, the writer affirmed, was an act of craziness and something that 
would lead Mexico to ruin. The note finalized posing a rhetorical question: are we placing our 
trust in barbarians to guard our borders? Does our hope of a great, respectable, rich, and 
powerful Republic, rest on these barbarians?77 These arguments against the settlement of 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles open the question of what racial freedom entailed in a 
                                                 





hostile environment that showed many signs of racism despite abolition and the legal equality 
of people.  
 
The Meanings of Freedom 
“We were never slaves in Texas,” “John Horse, Gopher John was never a slave,” “Mexico was a 
land of freedom,” “we came walking from Florida,” are some of the phrases commonly uttered 
by Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles when they remember their history. They inscribe these 
ideas in their daily-life spaces, such as the telesecundaria Juan Caballo or the sketches of Juan 
Caballo/John Horse hanging in people’s living rooms, and special celebrations like El Día de los 
Negros/Juneteenth or through the singing of Capeyuye/Negro Spirituals. In Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ imagination, they constituted themselves as a people through 
freedom and bravery. They achieved this process through their ability to use borders as 
crossings points between racial regimes, and through their capacity to use their warrior 
abilities to negotiate protection from armies and governments. More than a narrative of 
sorrow, this is a narrative of agency and success, it is a motive of pride worthy of celebration. 
As I will discuss in other chapters, these understandings are central for community cohesion 
and as tools for negotiation of rights and for reclaiming a place in the historical narrative. 
Their relevance is related to what they do for the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people in the 
present, instead of as merely good stories of the past. However, as important as history-telling 
is for the possibilities it opens in the present, it is also important to engage critically with some 
of these ideas. I will conclude this chapter by making a few points in this regard.  
 Parallel to the narrative of resistance and freedom, we need to understand Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ trajectory as a history of dispossession and forced migrations. 




institution of slavery, and the trajectory that led them to Mexico was one marked by loss of 
land, violent wars, dispossession of forms of living, and by harsh processes of decision making 
that often put them on the side of oppressors only to save their lives. The point is not to 
victimize, and their oral history refuses to do so. What is important in these processes is to 
acknowledge them as political actors who understood that they had to offer their skills to 
improve their living conditions. Their decisions were constrained, and here lies the violence of 
the process, but within the limited possibilities, they were able to secure their continuity as a 
people: this is the freedom they gained.  
In Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ oral history, Mexico appears as a land of 
freedom. They describe their participation in the Mexican Army as “helping” the country to 
combat the “very bad Indians.” Anthropological and historical sources tend to reproduce this 
idea (Del Moral 1999, 83–155; Mock 2010; Mulroy 1993b; Porter 1951, 1996). They often 
emphasize Vicente Guerrero’s Emancipation Decree and uncritically mention Mexico’s 
interests in the formation of Black colonies and colonias militares. They do not question, for 
example, how Negros Mascogos were received or the racial tensions that their arrival 
triggered. As I have shown in this chapter, it is important to examine the politics and interests 
involved in the process of arrival in Mexico and to question what racial freedom entailed, 
including its costs. The multiple migrations of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, connected 
to ideas and promises of freedom, show the interests and the strategic decisions made by 
numerous actors, and this includes the decisions made by Mexican authorities concerning the 
racial making of the nation. In all cases, flexibility was necessary to incorporate unforeseen 
actors to win battles, negotiations, and to promote specific processes. In the case of the 
Mexican nation and its whitening project of the nineteenth century, it required not only the 




“savagery” to the side of “civilization.” What this process shows is the ways racial dynamics at 
the borderland informed the broader projects of nation-state formation from the margins, and 
more specifically the way Blackness was accommodated into the national project of the 
nineteenth century.  
The Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ migration to Mexico developed parallel to the 
marronage of thousands of fugitives. It was part of the strategy of military defense of colonias 
militares, and it was the first successful colonization project of Black people in Mexico. 
Although the case is important on its own right, it also illustrates the problematics of the 
Coahuila-Texas borderland in the nineteenth century, and the questions migration and racial 
configuration posed at the time. The case is valuable in problematizing the twenty-first-century 
idea that Mexico is solely a producer of migrants, and it shows how the country has also 




Chapter 3. Esta Tierra la Ganamos con Sangre: Gendered Politics of History 
 
“Esta tierra la ganamos con sangre” 
“Esta tierra la ganamos con sangre” (we won this land with blood) was a phrase I regularly heard 
in El Nacimiento de los Negros. The men who said it, did it with a tone of anger combined with 
pride, while they explained to me that the municipal government was pressuring them to 
change their land tenure from colonia (colony) to ejido (collective landholding) and to then 
officially certify ejidatario (members of the ejido) rights to land. In their understanding, this 
meant that their collective rights to land would disappear, and it would open the possibility for 
outsiders to buy land and have rights, including participation in community decision making 
and conflict resolution. In the arguments used against this process that they understand as 
dispossession and violation of their autonomy, the men constantly referred to nineteenth-
century documents, like the 1866 decree where Mexican President Benito Juárez ratified their 
land rights as a colonia militar. References to nineteenth-century documents were not floating 
signifiers. People regularly pulled papers from below their mattresses and from boxes kept in 
their homes to show me the exact words that specify their rights to autonomy and land. The 
1866 decree, based on the agreements with the Secretary of War in 1850, established that 
Negros Mascogos had inalienable rights to land for their use and the use of their descendants 
born in Mexico. The only condition was that they had to fight Comanche, Mescalero, Apache, 
and all the other Indians at war with the Mexican nation.78  
                                                 
78 “para que las gocen siempre ellos y todos los hijos que además nacieron en la República, sin que nadie los pueda quitar de sus 
tierras, con la única condición de que hán de hacer siempre la guerra a los comanches, mescaleros, apaches y a todos los demás 
indios que están de guerra con la Nación Mexicana.” Certificate by Felipe E. Múzquiz, Municipal President of Múzquiz, 




 In Texas, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles confront two battles that articulate with 
land and citizenship. On the one hand, some undocumented Negro Mascogo migrants claim 
their rights to U.S. citizenship as descendants of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, who were 
soldiers in Fort Duncan and Fort Clark at the end of the nineteenth century. On the other 
hand, Black Seminoles reclaim their right to access FCS and its facilities by affirming that they 
were unjustly dispossessed from their land in Fort Clark when the Army discharged them and 
that the U.S. government never fulfilled the promises made in “the treaty” to give them land. 
They also articulate these struggles with the idea that they gave their blood as soldiers and are 
therefore rightfully entitled to citizenship and land. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
understand landlessness and undocumented status as forms of dispossession. 
 The reference to blood is part of the collective memory through which individuals 
remember that their grandfathers and great-grandfathers had to fight and kill Comanche, 
Mescalero, and Apache peoples since the second half of the nineteenth century to settle in 
Mexico and then to return to the United States. The cost of citizenship and land was war, and 
therefore the death of many members of the community on both sides of the border. The cost 
was also that they became instruments of state-led violence and shed the blood of others. 
Drawing from the link Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles establish between their rights and 
the blood their ancestors shed to acquire them, I take Russ Castronovo’s lead (2001) and ask 
how death structures the political life of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles.  
In this chapter, I argue that the phrase “esta tierra la ganamos con sangre” articulates a 
complex history about the relations between Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles with the 
Mexican and U.S. governments and is directly connected to questions of citizenship, autonomy, 
and dispossession in both countries. The emphasis on blood highlights the fact that land – and 




through the exercise of violence in the name of the state through the persecution and killing of 
Comanche, Mescalero and Apache peoples. I explore the framing of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles’ claims to illustrate the ways they articulate race, gender, and honor in their 
struggles. I also examine how attempts to defend rights from government dispossession cause 
tensions within the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community.  
To trace the third map of the production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland, that is, the 
struggles over citizenship and land, in the first part of the chapter I discuss the debates about 
the land in El Nacimiento de los Negros. I examine the ways the Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles use history to frame their defense of autonomy and community land, while also 
paying attention to the gendered and racialized consequences of these struggles. In the second 
section, I discuss the mobilization of ideas of masculine honor in the past to frame demands of 
citizenship in the present. I argue that these narratives work as a form of necro-citizenship 
whereby death, violence, and blood serve as tools to negotiate belonging to the state 
(Castronovo 2001; Dorsey and Díaz-Barriga 2011; Lima 2007, 64–68). I conclude the chapter 
with a discussion about the work history and memory do in the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole community, paying attention to the counter-archives developed by women who 
challenge the masculine and military narratives of their history.  
 
Land and belonging in El Nacimiento de los Negros  
Pressure for land titling in Mexico comes from FANAR (Fondo de Apoyo a Núcleos Agrarios 
Sin Regularizar), a program established in 2013 to parcel up and obtain individual possession of 
the land. Although this process is supposedly voluntary, communities are receiving much 
pressure to follow it under the argument that this is the only way that land can gain legal 




conditioned its intervention in conflict resolution over land and access to welfare programs to 
participation in FANAR (Guevara Sánchez 2014, 128). FANAR resulted from the fusion of the 
1993 program PROCEDE (Programa de Certificación de Derechos Ejidales y Titulación de 
Solares), and the 1996 program PROCECOM (Programa de Certificación de Derechos 
Comunales). These programs emerged with the liberalization of agriculture and the 
amendment to Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution in 1992, which ended decades of land 
redistribution (Cornelius and Myhre 1998; Randall 1999). According to PHINA (Padrón e 
Historial de Núcleos Agrarios) statistics, the state of Coahuila has certified 879 of the 891 
núcleos agrarios (agrarian units). El Nacimiento de los Negros is one of the few that have 
refused. The only non-certified núcleos agrarios in the municipality of Múzquiz are El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and El Nacimiento de los Kikapú (Registro Agrario Nacional 2018). 
It is necessary to examine the history of the land in El Nacimiento de los Negros to understand 
how FANAR would affect Negros Mascogos and why they refuse to certify their land.  
 
A brief history of land 
When Negros Mascogos, Seminoles and Kickapoos crossed the border to Coahuila in 1850, 
Mexican authorities allowed them to settle temporarily at the headwaters of the San Antonio 
and San Rodrigo rivers and by the Remolino springs, asking them to help the members of the 
colonia militar Monclova Viejo to obstruct Comanche entry into Mexican territory. Juan 
Manuel Maldonado, sub-inspector of the eastern colonias militares, immediately understood the 
arrival of these groups as a “favorable occasion to take advantage of some Indians.” 
Consequently, he suggested granting them land where they could work and acquire property 




would contribute to the formation of useful settlements in the “greatly depopulated” area.79 
After Maldonado’s recommendations, the leaders of the three groups – including the “moreno” 
John Horse, “chief of the free Blacks” – met with authorities in Coahuila and signed an 
agreement on July 1850, which President José Joaquín Herrera ratified on October 16 
(Comisión Pesquisidora de la Frontera del Norte 1875, 408).80 The agreement established that 
Mexico would admit Negros Mascogos, Seminoles, and Kickapoos as a measure to improve 
colonias militares. It specified the terms of the agreement in eighteen points, out of which five 
were directly related to land. (1) The land granted to the groups would be their property and 
property of their descendants, and they would receive the deeds. (2) They could not be 
dispossessed from their property unless they broke the law or the commitments made with the 
government. (3) If needed, the colonists could expand onto assigned barren land. (4) They 
would receive tools to work the land. (5) They would lose their rights if they did not work the 
land for two consecutive years.81  
Under the 1850 agreement, Negros Mascogos settled apart from Seminoles and 
Kickapoos at El Moral, part of colonia militar Monclova Viejo, near Piedras Negras (Porter 
1951, 6).82 However, the proximity of the border made them a constant target of U.S. filibusters 
engaging in unauthorized warfare, and people hunting Blacks to enslave them. Mexican 
authorities realized that “the neighborhood of the United States” was “dangerous in every 
respect” (Comisión Pesquisidora de la Frontera del Norte 1875, 409).83 Thus, in July 1852 Gato 
del Monte/Wild Cat and Papicuan, the Seminole and Kickapoo leaders, traveled to Mexico City 
                                                 
79 Juan Manuel Maldonado to Antonio María Jáuregui, July 13, 1850, FCMO, C8, F1, E7, 2F, AGEC. 
80 Juan Manuel Maldonado, July 24, 1850, FCMO, C8, F2, E27, 138F, AGEC. 
81 Official notice, “Medida para mejora de las colonias militares,” October 18, 1850 (cited in Dublán and Lozano 
1876, V:747–50). 
82 Seminoles settled at La Navaja, and Kickapoos at colonia militar Guerrero.  
83 On November 10, 1851, for example, coronel Lamberg informed that American filibusters went to El Moral to 
attack and steal all the Blacks and Seminole Indians. “Apuntes y noticias para la historia de Coahuila, 1850-1873,” 




to request a “reservation,” and on July 26 the Mexican authorities decided on a new agreement. 
Negros Mascogos, Seminoles, and Kickapoos would receive four sitios de ganado mayor (7,022.44 
hectares), and sitios de riego (irrigation fields) in Hacienda El Nacimiento, which the government 
would buy from Jacobo Sánchez Navarro, one of the most powerful landowners in Coahuila (he 
would receive La Navaja – where Seminoles had settled – in return). They would also receive 
four sitios de ganado mayor in the state of Durango for the settlement of more immigrants from 
the United States. The terms of the October 1850 agreement were to be respected, and some 
were added, among them the commitment to be ready to muster two hundred warriors on 
request and their establishment as “colonists or national guard” subject to Mexican authority.84 
According to Felipe A. and Dolores L. Latorre, who conducted extensive research about 
the Kickapoos in the 1970s, only a few Kickapoos were in Mexico when the government 
granted the land of El Nacimiento, so Seminoles and Negros Mascogos took it up (Comisión 
Pesquisidora de la Frontera del Norte 1874, 112; Latorre and Latorre 1991). This arrangement, 
however, was soon modified. After the signature of a treaty with the United States in 1856, 
which separated Seminoles from the Creek Confederation (Porter 1951, 22), and a devastating 
smallpox epidemic that hit Seminoles and killed their leader Gato del Monte/Wild Cat in 1857, 
Seminoles returned to Indian Territory (Comisión Pesquisidora de la Frontera del Norte 1874, 
113). The departure of Seminoles left Negros Mascogos with less human resources and more 
vulnerable to attacks, especially from filibusters from Texas. For instance, on March 6, 1859, 
Lieutenant Washington, commander of Fort Duncan in Eagle Pass, informed coronel D. 
Gregorio Galindo that a group of filibusters in San Antonio was ready to invade Múzquiz and 
capture the Blacks of El Nacimiento to return them to enslavement. On April 28 the 
                                                 
84 Decree issued by the Ministry of War on July 24, 1852. El Siglo Diez y Nueve, August 9, 1852. HNDM. None of 




government of Coahuila expelled Santiago Von Diber, who entered Mexico to steal Blacks, 
enslave them, and sell them to Texan farmers.85 With the constant threats, the government 
relocated Negros Mascogos farther from the border. They moved to Parras, Coahuila in 1859, 
and the government promised the same amount of land as in El Nacimiento. The negotiations 
for this removal demonstrate that the main concern for the Mexican authorities was less about 
the safety of Negros Mascogos, and more about the diplomatic tensions the entrance of 
filibusters caused with the United States, and the safety of the border. Two other factors played 
out in the removal to Parras. On the one hand, some authorities considered that Negros 
Mascogos were not too helpful as National Guard and did not behave properly. Thus it was 
necessary to remove them from the area of Múzquiz. On the other hand, Jacobo Sánchez 
Navarro claimed that he was not compensated for the land of Hacienda Purísima El Nacimiento 
when the government gave it to Seminoles, Negros Mascogos, and Kickapoos. A woman named 
Guadalupe Echais had made claims to the land, presumably because Sánchez Navarro sold it to 
her (Porter 1951, 34).86  
The period Negros Mascogos spent in Parras was also the years of French Intervention 
in Mexico (1861-1867). During this period, known as the Second Mexican Empire, Carlos 
Sánchez Navarro, Jacobo’s brother, collaborated with Emperor Maximilian’s cabinet. When 
liberals defeated Maximilian and his conservative allies, the government confiscated the 
properties of those collaborating with the French under an 1862 Law. This included the 
Sánchez Navarro’s holdings (Harris 1975, 300–301). These were also the years of the Civil War 
                                                 
85 Manuel G. Rejón to the Mayor of Múzquiz, April 21, 1861; Notice by Gregorio Galindo, March 6, 1859; Notice, 
April 28, 1859, “Apuntes y noticias para la historia de Coahuila, 1850-1873,” WA MSS S-668, Box 5, Folder 2, 
LAGPHC. 
86 Notice by Ramón Múzquiz, March 31, 1859, WA MSS S-1482, Box 11, Folder 132, LAGCM; “Apuntes y 
noticias para la historia de Coahuila, 1850-1873,” WA MSS S-668, Box 5, LAGPHC; Notice by Ramón Múzquiz, 
October 12, 1859, WA MSS S-1482, Box 11, Folder 124, LAGCM. Manuel G. Rejón to the Mayor of Múzquiz, 





in the United States (1861-1865), which dismantled the slaveholding society of the U.S. South. 
The victory of Mexican liberals under Benito Juárez and the abolition of slavery in the United 
States generated conditions for Negros Mascogos to return to El Nacimiento. Land could be 
theirs again and capture by Texas slaveholders was no longer a threat.87 
Since 1861 Negros Mascogos made various petitions to return to El Nacimiento.88 In 
1866 John Kibbitts, a Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole leader, wrote a letter demanding 
restitution of their two sitios de ganado mayor in El Nacimiento and the protection of their 
rights. He argued that Negros Mascogos had fulfilled their duties by “providing their blood” 
(prestando nuestra sangre) to combat “savage tribes,” and despite these services, the agreements 
had been violated to dispossess them from the properties they had acquired legitimately.89 This 
was a letter to claim justice, and the one to establish the framing of the defense of land that we 
still see in the twenty-first century: they bled for the land, and they earned their rights to it. 
Negros Mascogos received their land rights in 1866. 
Disputes over the land in El Nacimiento did not end with the 1866 ratification. In 1887 
a U.S. representative informed the Secretary of Foreign Affairs that U.S. citizens A. E. and John 
Noble complained that they had been ordered to leave their land in Coahuila. In 1883 the Noble 
brothers bought the land of El Nacimiento from an Englishman, John Willeth, who bought it 
from the Sánchez Navarro family. The government had confiscated the Sánchez Navarro 
properties, but when President Porfirio Díaz rose to power in 1876 after a military coup, he 
favored the Sánchez Navarro family and ordered the restitution of the unsold properties. It was 
not possible to restitute El Nacimiento because it had been granted to Negros Mascogos, Black 
                                                 
87 See Martínez Sánchez (2008) for the history of the French Intervention in Coahuila.  
88 Manuel G. Rejón to the Mayor of Múzquiz, July 6, 1861, WA MSS S-668, Box 6, Folder 6, LAGPHC. Viesca to 
Eduardo Múzquiz, January 11, 1866, WA MSS S-1482, Box 11, Folder 125, LAGCM. The other two sitios de 
ganado mayor, formerly occupied by the Seminoles who left Mexico in 1861, were granted to a group of Kickapoos 
who had arrived in 1864 (Comisión Pesquisidora de la Frontera del Norte 1874, 115).  




Seminoles, and Kickapoos, but the Sánchez Navarro family assumed it was theirs and sold it in 
1881. On February 17, 1882, Negros Mascogos received the order to evacuate El Nacimiento, 
but the government revoked it 1888 after many disputes. The conflict ended in 1889 when the 
government instructed the Noble brothers to respect the rights of Negros Mascogos. 
Representatives of the state surveyed the lands to demarcate the properties and end the 
conflict.90  
The conflict over land in El Nacimiento in the 1880s was part of a broader process of 
implementing liberal policies or “Reform Laws” that emerged between 1856 and 1859 and 
accelerated during the rule of Porfirio Díaz, a period known as the Porfiriato (1876-1880, 1884-
1911). During the Porfiriato the state facilitated the concentration of land by rural elites, an 
extension of Ley Lerdo of 1856 which mandated the breakup of non-individual forms of 
property, including the expropriation and privatization of communal lands that belonged to 
Indigenous groups (Daniel Nugent 1993, 60). In this context, members of elite families like the 
Sánchez Navarro in Coahuila, the Terrazas family in Chihuahua, and foreigners like Willeth 
and the Noble brothers had an open path to obtain “vacant lands” or to buy and sell properties 
despite existing grants that benefited groups like the Negros Mascogos.91  
The Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) resulted in the Agrarian Law of January 6, 1915, 
which established the return of lands to those who were illegally dispossessed. Article 27 of the 
1917 Constitution declared the state the owner of lands and subsoil rights and set the base for 
land distribution to those who petitioned for it (F. Katz 1999; Daniel Nugent 1993, 88–92).92 
Under the Agrarian Law of 1915, people in Coahuila petitioned for the return of communal 
lands, including those colonias militares in the north and center of the state, but there was little 
                                                 
90 “Queja del ciudadano americano A. E. Noble de haber sido despojado por autoridades de Coahuila de un terreno 
llamado “El Nacimiento,” Expediente 244 (cited in Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 1892, VI:288–324).  
91 See Katz (1998, 14–17) for a description of the Terrazas family in Chihuahua.  




change in the region. Coahuila was one of the states where latifundio remained most persistent, 
especially after the 1933 passing of a law against the dissolution of latifundio to protect the 
cattle industry (Favret Tondato 1992, 142–43; Pasztor 2002, 162–70). Despite the difficulties in 
the rest of Coahuila, Negros Mascogos obtained the title for their land in El Nacimiento in 
1919.  
 
Map 2. Land in El Nacimiento de los Negros, RAN.  
Cuarterones y 
Morelos (ejido) 
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Mexico did not implement land distribution until the second half of the 1930s with 
President Lázaro Cárdenas, who reduced the number of landless peasants by 50 percent 
between 1934 and 1940 (Thiesenhusen 1999, 50). In Coahuila, Cárdenas’ agrarian policy 
focused strongly on the Laguna region, which developed through intensive agriculture, but the 
government also created hundreds of ejidos or communal landholdings.93 Negros Mascogos 
petitioned for land, and in 1938 the government granted them 2,892 hectares of ejido in Las 
Estacas (Map 2), expropriated from U.S. citizen Weller Lettie.94  
Today’s land tenure in El Nacimiento de los Negros is the result of overlapping national 
and local histories and property regimes. The land granted in 1938 is under the ejido regime, 
while the one acquired with “blood” is a colonia, the former emerging from the revolutionary 
land reform and massive distribution of the 1930s, and the latter as the result of the military 
strategy of border defense in the nineteenth century. Map 2 shows the distribution of land in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and its neighboring towns, El Nacimiento de los Kikapú, and 
Cuarterones y Morelos.95 The map, produced to grant ejido land to the residents of Cuarterones 
y Morelos in the 1960s, uses the term ejido for all the territories and makes no distinction 
between ejido and colonia. This is a common feature in official documents related to land in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. Despite the legal definition of part of their land as colonia, the 
property regime appears interchangeably as colonia, ejido, comunidad (community), or tribu 
(tribe). The inconsistencies in documents reflect the lack of knowledge of agents of the state of 
the colonia regime, but most importantly, the tensions around the property regime and Negros 
Mascogos’ rights to land.  
                                                 
93 See Favret Tondato (1992) for a history of land tenure in Coahuila from 1880 to 1987.  
94 Resolución en el expediente de restitución de tierras, revertido a dotación, a la tribu negros “Mascogos”, de El 
Nacimiento, en Múzquiz, Coah. November 30, 1938. Diario Oficial de la Federación, HNDM. 





What used to be Hacienda Purísima El Nacimiento is now divided between El 
Nacimiento de los Kikapú and El Nacimiento de los Negros.96 Since 1938 tensions over water 
usage and border limits have arisen between Kickapoos and Negros Mascogos, but the most 
critical conflicts have emerged concerning land tenure and rights in connection to group 
membership and autonomy. 
 
Autonomy 
“Yo quisiera que nos dieran autonomía, que nos dejaran solos” (I would like them [the government] 
to give us autonomy, to leave us alone), said Miguel, a Negro Mascogo man who lives in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and constantly travels to San Antonio. He then continued explaining 
that although they are subject to federal law, Negros Mascogos make their own decisions. He is 
convinced that the police have to stay 20 kilometers away from El Nacimiento de los Negros, 
which means that they are not allowed to enter and intervene in community affairs. These 
ideas, shared by various members of the community, are grounded on two documents issued by 
Mexican authorities in 1850 and 1919, which established the terms of arrival of Negros 
Mascogos as a colonia militar, and a more recent decree in 2017, which recognizes them as an 
ethnic group.  
In 2017 Coahuila’s Governor Rubén Moreira Valdez signed a decree issued by the 
Congress of the State of Coahuila to recognize the “Tribu Negros Mascogos” as an ethnic 
group with the right of self-determination. The document specifies that self-determination 
encompasses the following rights: to decide their forms of social, economic, political, and 
                                                 
96 When Seminoles left in 1861, they lost their rights. In 1921 a delegation of Seminoles from Oklahoma went to 
El Nacimiento to reclaim their land, but they found it occupied by the Kickapoo, and negotiations with Mexican 
authorities did not go far. In the 1930s they sent representatives to ask Lázaro Cárdenas for land, but nothing was 
resolved either (Ronaldo Rivera y Murga to the Representative of Indigenous Affairs, October 7, 1937, personal 




cultural organization; establish their normative systems for conflict resolution; elect authorities 
and representatives under their internal forms of governance; preserve the elements that 
constitute their cultural identity; preserve and improve their habitat and land; elect people as 
representatives in the municipality where they live; access land and natural resources; and 
under the jurisdiction of the state of Coahuila, they have the right to see their cultural 
specificity and customs respected (Congreso del Estado de Coahuila 2017).  
During the 1990s many Latin American countries made state reforms to recognize the 
collective rights of Indigenous peoples. As part of this wave, in 1992 Mexico reformed its 
constitution and became a pluricultural state. In 1995 Oaxaca was the first state to legally 
recognize usos y costumbres (customs and habits), that is, the right of Indigenous groups to 
govern themselves under their socio-cultural norms. In 1998 Oaxaca also promulgated a law 
for the rights of Indigenous peoples and communities (Ley de Derechos de los Pueblos y 
comunidades indígenas de Oaxaca). The 2017 decree in Coahuila is part of these broader 
national and international processes (Sieder 2002).  
Alicia Castellanos and Gilberto López y Rivas (1997, 147) affirm that the defense of 
territories and self-determination is as old as the systems of domination which have 
subordinated Indigenous peoples. However, the concepts of autonomy and territory have 
recently emerged as the political language to frame demands of legal recognition and agrarian 
struggle within nation-states and to exercise self-determination even without state recognition. 
Ideas and demands for autonomy in Mexico took strength with the Zapatista uprising of 1994 
in Chiapas (López Bárcenas 2008; Díaz Polanco 1997; González Pérez, Burguete Cal y Mayor, 
and Ortiz-T. 2010; N. Harvey 1998; Speed 2008). In Coahuila, debates about the rights of the 
three recognized ethnic groups (Kickapoo, Negros Mascogos, and Mazahuas) articulate on the 




Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention or ILO-Convention 169 of 1989. This is not 
different from the rest of Mexico. What sets Coahuila apart is that Article 2 of the Mexican 
Constitution defines Indigenous groups as descendants of populations that lived in the territory 
before the period of colonization. Coahuila has recognized Negros Mascogos even though they 
settled in Mexico after colonization. The state is in the process of modifying its constitution to 
include a clause on Indigenous rights despite the time of arrival to the country. It is important 
to highlight that under the definition of the Mexican constitution ethnic group is synonymous 
with Indigenous. This means that Coahuila’s government recognized Negros Mascogos as 
Indian and not as Black, although the federal government recognized them as afrodescendientes 
in 2012 (see chapter 5). 
Autonomy is the language of international conventions and the state, just as it has been 
the language of Indigenous social movements in Mexico and around the world. It also has 
traveled to El Nacimiento de los Negros and is now embraced by people like Miguel, who 
claims autonomy, or Andrés who, using the language of the local government, affirms that 
Negros Mascogos are an ethnic group. During “The Other Campaign” in 2007, the Zapatistas 
visited El Nacimiento de los Negros (Enlace Zapatista 2007). Some Negro Mascogo women 
also traveled to Mexico City with the Zapatistas and participated in an occupation at the Zócalo 
(the main plaza). It is likely that Negros Mascogos adopted the concept of autonomy after these 
encounters, although their ideas of self-determination existed since their ancestors obtained the 
land in El Nacimiento de los Negros.   
The meaning of autonomy for Negros Mascogos relates to land tenure and rights, and it 
is in this context that the distinction between ejido and colonia becomes significant. To 
understand this, it is necessary to examine the 1850 and 1919 documents regarding their 




In the 1850 agreement, upon Negros Mascogos’ arrival in Mexico, authorities 
established that Negros Mascogos, Seminoles, and Kickapoos had to respect Mexican law, but 
that it did not mean that they were required to change their domestic habits and customs.97 
The 1919 ratification declared that the land was outside of the nation’s domains (“se declara que 
han salido del Dominio de la Nación”). It classified El Nacimiento as a colonia, specifying that the 
Secretary of Agrarian Development had sustained a colonia agrícola (agrarian colony) there and 
had admitted new colonists, even though the divisions had not yet been made, and the 
regulations for water use were not established.98 These two documents granted a certain 
degree of autonomy to Negros Mascogos to retain their cultural identity, but most importantly, 
to exercise their internal forms of organization, including the definition of land rights. Notably, 
as a colonia agrícola the colonos or settlers own their land but are subject to the internal 
regulations of the colonia, which means that decisions need to be approved collectively. Rodés 
(1999) explains that colonias agrícolas are somewhere between ejido and individual private 
property. 
While most of the land in El Nacimiento de los Negros is a colonia, the portion of Las 
Estacas, granted in 1938, is under the ejido regime. Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution 
established that ejido land was to be collectively owned and inalienable, and it could not be 
legally sold or rented (Goldring 1999, 356–57). Before 1992, the main difference between the 
portions of land registered as colonia and as ejido in El Nacimiento de los Negros was that under 
the ejido regime, the land belonged to the state. The state had the right to intervene in certain 
                                                 
97 Official notice, “Medida para mejora de las colonias militares,” October 18, 1850 (cited in Dublán and Lozano 
1876, V:747–50). The fact that this was on paper did not mean that cultural rights were fully respected. In 1853, 
for example, the government of Coahuila issued an order to baptize newborn Negros Mascogos to facilitate the 
process of counting the population. Notice by Juan N. González, October 7, 1853, WA MSS S-1482, Box 9, Folder 
98, LAGCM. 
98 “Acuerdo reconociendo que los terrenos cedidos a la colonia “El Nacimiento” – Jurisdiccion de Muzquiz, estado 





aspects of the process of production, distribution, and consumption, for example, by issuing 
credentials to ejidatarios (members of the ejido) and becoming the arbiter of who had rights to 
land (Daniel Nugent and Alonso 1994, 212). As colonia, the government could not intervene in 
any way because it was not the owner of the land.  
In the 1940s the Mexican government pressured Negros Mascogos to turn their colonia 
portion of land into ejido, but in the face of their refusal, the Agrarian department instructed 
authorities to “refrain from exercising acts of authority” in El Nacimiento de los Negros.99 
Florencia E. Mallon (1994), Daniel Nugent and Ana María Alonso (1994) argue that the post-
revolutionary Mexican state constructed much of its legitimacy through the ejido. By 
emphasizing the popular character of this form of land tenure, the state effaced its control over 
peasants and agricultural production. Ejidos, the authors contend, served as trophies to 
transform revolutionary peasants into supporters of the new state. This was the case in the 
north of Mexico as much as in the center and south. Marjorie Becker (1995), for example, 
shows how the Cardenista government in the state of Michoacán had to understand and 
embrace peasants’ culture and the practices around the Virgin Mary to govern. Also in 
Michoacán, Christopher Boyer examines the making of campesino (peasant) identity to promote 
the ideals of the Revolution (2003).  
The transformation to ejido would open the door for state intervention in El Nacimiento 
de los Negros, not only in terms of the process of production but also in the forms of 
organization and membership criteria. In other words, the colonia regime gave Negros 
Mascogos autonomy from the state, and refusal to become ejido was a defense against state 
intervention. The status of colonia carried with it a significant meaning. Unlike the ejido portion 
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of Las Estacas, granted as a dotación or a gift from the state, the colonia was acquired with 
“blood,” which implied that no gratitude or paternalistic relationship was mediating the land 
and subordinating the position of Negros Mascogos to the state.100  
In 1992 the amendment to Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution ended the land 
redistribution that had resulted from the post-revolutionary agrarian reform. Because of this, 
some scholars and activists call it the counter-reform. The Agrarian counter-reform of 1992 
changed the terms of ejido land tenure. It is now possible to certify and privatize ejidos, which 
means that it is possible to have individual titles to land. It is now also possible for national and 
foreign private companies to take part in projects with ejidos, which results in the withdrawal of 
state subsidies and programs (Goldring 1999, 357–58). Under FANAR, authorities pressure 
Negros Mascogos to certify their ejido land in Las Estacas. The pressure to turn the colonia into 
ejido has continued. With the transition to ejido and the certification of land, Negros Mascogos 
would become ejidatarios who, under the new Agrarian Law of 1992, would now have the right 
to rent, sell, or mortgage their previously inalienable land (J. Lewis 2002, 401–2). The logic of 
ejido land as a commodity that can be acquired in the market by individuals contradicts the 
nineteenth-century acquisition of land via military participation and the current logic of land as 
birthright and membership within the Negro Mascogo community. This is best expressed by 
Miguel, who claims that they do not need to be on a list to know who owns which piece of land. 
Put in other words, they do not need the state to be the arbiter of membership and rights to 
                                                 
100 After the Revolution, the government distributed ejido land either as restitución (restoration of land that had 
been illegally taken from peasants) or as dotación (land granted by the state). The former implied state’s 
recognition of prior rights to land, while the latter was understood as a gift. However, authorities constantly 
denied petitions for restitución, and gave many ejidos as dotación (Daniel Nugent and Alonso 1994). In the case of 
Las Estacas, Negros Mascogos asked for restitución not because land was taken by the state, but because there was 
conflict in the definition of boundaries between El Nacimiento de los Negros and El Nacimiento de los Kikapú. 
After surveying the land, the Agrarian Department resolved to give dotación to both groups (Resolución en el 
expediente de restitución de tierras, revertido a dotación, a la tribu negros “Mascogos”, de El Nacimiento, en 




land. If measured and certified, the land is represented in terms of abstract and quantifiable 
units, making the process of commodification possible (Alonso 1995, 159). To resist 
dispossession and control, Negros Mascogos refuse to make their land tenure criteria legible to 
the state. 
From the perspective of Negros Mascogos, certification would only increase the 
problems with renters and loaners, and it would open the door for outsiders to enter the 
community and influence the processes of organization and decision making. Fearing this, they 
have attempted to protect their interests by confronting and expelling outsiders who were 
using the land under renting and loan arrangements. In 1992, for example, conflict with eleven 
individuals over loaned and rented land resulted in their expulsion from El Nacimiento de los 
Negros (Del Moral 1999, 142). In 2016 Negros Mascogos were still trying to expel a man who 
claimed to be a direct descendant of Gato del Monte/Wild Cat, but who, according to the 
colonos, was there because of a loan. As we will see in the following section, the 1992 conflict is 
only the tip of the iceberg of a broader discussion about membership and rights, which is 
crossed by boundaries of race and gender. 
Nugent and Alonso (1994) affirm that struggles over land are not only over its 
disposition or control of production and labor; they are also about the meanings attributed to it. 
The defense of autonomy, for instance, carries with it the collective understanding of the group 
in relation to freedom, as discussed in chapter 2, and subjection to the state via land tenure 
would contradict this fundamental characteristic that informs Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
collective identification.  
The documents define some of the forms of autonomy and self-determination Negros 
Mascogos allude to, but the vagueness in their wording allows for multiple interpretations. 




Nacimiento de los Negros. However, people believe and defend this idea claiming that they are 
allowed to have their own forms of political organization and to elect their leaders without 
necessarily having to align with a political party or the municipal system of election. In 
practice, these interpretations come in tension with reality.  
On the one hand, the influence of Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) – the 
political party that ruled Mexico from 1929 to 2000 and returned to power from 2012 to 2018 – 
is powerful in the region. PRI has ruled Múzquiz since 1937, except for two periods: 2003-2005 
and 2010-2013. A few wealthy families like the Santos, Elguezábal, and Maltos, dedicated to 
commerce and the cattle industry, have historically taken government positions and extended 
their influence in the municipality. El Nacimiento de los Negros is not the exception. Alliances 
with PRI have brought infrastructure and benefits to El Nacimiento de los Negros. For 
example, a Negro Mascogo woman who is the local representative of PRI has lobbied for the 
paving of streets and the building of the health clinic. This has also implied that decisions are 
sometimes influenced and driven by the agendas of the political party and the municipal 
government.  
On the other hand, the lack of presence of the police in El Nacimiento de los Negros is 
real, but we must understand it in relation to other processes. An example may serve for this. 
In 2010 a young Negro Mascogo man was arrested by the police in El Nacimiento de los 
Negros and spent some time in prison. According to journalist Enriqueta Delgado (2010), 
members of Policía Estatal Investigadora, a branch of Coahuila’s state police in charge of 
investigation, were conducting a “routine” watch in El Nacimiento de los Negros. They realized 
that the man was walking while carrying a 30-30 caliber rifle and a knife. In his defense, the 
man argued that he only used the rifle for hunting deer, as everybody in the colonia did. A few 




commonly held belief that this is not possible, and it was not just any police, it was the security 
force of the state and the specific branch of investigation. There is a strong presence of drug 
cartels in the region. This became evident in 2010 when the violence escalated and ultimately 
led to the 2011 Allende massacre in Coahuila (Aguayo Quezada 2017). It is possible that the 
entry of the police was part of the state’s efforts to combat the Zetas drug cartel. However, 
unlike the reporter’s assertion, this was in no way routine in El Nacimiento de los Negros, and 
in 2016 people still narrated “that time” – with an emphasis on the uniqueness of the event – 
when the police entered the town. At the same time, the absence of police in El Nacimiento de 
los Negros results from the dispute of power between various drug cartels and the Mexican 
state, often intertwined, which has left this and other regions abandoned to violence 
(Maldonado Aranda 2010). The absence of the police may be part of the production of a space of 
ungovernability, rather than just a question of Negro Mascogo autonomy.  
Second, the carefree walking of the man with his knife and gun is a recurring image in 
El Nacimiento de los Negros, because, as he affirmed while being detained, people do hunt deer 
and sometimes even bear. Unregulated hunting is not a legal activity in Coahuila, but some 
Negros Mascogos practice it because they see little risk of being caught given the absence of 
the police in the town. Others argue that because the Kickapoos have specific cultural rights 
and concessions, and are allowed to hunt as a cultural tradition, Negros Mascogos should have 
that right as well because they are an autonomous colonia, so hunting itself becomes an act of 
resistance.  
The exceptionality of “that time” when the police entered the town speaks to the 
tensions about the real meanings of autonomy, and the blurry lines between the sovereignty of 
the state and the sovereignty of Negros Mascogos. Although the claims and demands for 




the young man. What is clear, however, is that the majority of Negros Mascogos avoid seeking 
the support of security forces of the municipality or the state, even though many report 
situations of domestic violence, and death of relatives resulting from fights with people from 
other towns. The first alternative, usually, is internal conflict resolution.  
 
The racialization of land 
“Morelos is a land that was given to negritas who married with mexicanos. That’s why it’s called 
‘Cuarterones’ (mexicanos mixed with negros),” explained Miguel. Cuarterones y Morelos is a 
town across the river from El Nacimiento de los Negros. President Lázaro Cárdenas granted 
the land as ejido to the people of Cuarterones y Morelos in 1938 (Map 2), but it relates to El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. As a colonia, Negros Mascogos define the criteria of membership and 
the allocation of land rights. The creation of Cuarterones y Morelos renders these criteria 
visible and the ways Negros Mascogos draw boundaries along the lines of race and gender.101  
 Negros Mascogos won the land of El Nacimiento with “blood” as a colonia militar, but as 
discussed in chapter 2, they also acquired it as a colony of Blacks. The name of the town speaks 
directly to this racial marker which specifies that the land belongs to los negros, just as the other 
part of El Nacimiento belongs to los kikapú. One is for Blacks and the other for Indians. The 
form and origins of property are essential for its significance and the associated conflicts over 
it. Negros Mascogos take these origins of the land grant to heart and defend the membership 
and rights of the descendants of the soldiers recruited by the Mexican army in the nineteenth 
century. They do so in connection to ideas of racial purity and gendered inheritance.  
                                                 




Carmen Diana Deere and Magdalena León (2001) have pointed out that the tradition of 
exogamous marriage and patrilocal residence in Latin America tends to favor patrilineal 
inheritance and the concentration and control of land by men, especially in rural and 
Indigenous communities. The place of residence after marriage, they argue, is one of the most 
important factors associated with different inheritance systems across cultures. An example is 
Bina Agarwal’s (1994, 140–43) finding that in Indian and Sri Lankan communities, where 
women marry and live in their villages, they have inheritance rights.  
In El Nacimiento de los Negros, Negros Mascogos are mostly patrilocal, and exogamy 
is common. A 2012 study conducted by the Mexican National Commission of Natural 
Protected Areas and the nonprofit Pronatura, shows that at the time of the survey 13 percent of 
the inhabitants in El Nacimiento de los Negros were born elsewhere. Nine percent of the 
fathers and 17 percent of the mothers of the current inhabitants were born outside El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. It is not clear if this refers to the deceased parents only or if it 
includes the living parents as well (Medellín Morales et al. 2012, 45). These are not high 
percentages, but they do point to the exogamic practices of Negros Mascogos, which relate 
with patrilocality and the rights women have over land. 
 As in most rural communities in Mexico and Latin America, men are considered heads 
of household and are the ones who transfer land rights to women (Deere and León 2001). This 
is clear in the ejido system since men are the ones listed as ejidatarios. The 1927 revision on 
Article 27 of the Constitution specified that only women who were single or widows supporting 
a family could be ejidatarias – that is, if they were de facto substitute men – and that they would 
lose their land rights if they married ejidatarios (L. Green 1999, 352). Although these 
restrictions disappeared in 1971, the percentage of women who became ejidatarias is low and 




work their land or recruit labor, and inheritance norms tend to favor sons over spouses 
(Hamilton 2002; Stephen 1999). Although most land in El Nacimiento de los Negros is colonia, 
Negros Mascogos have borrowed some of the ejido forms of organization to regulate all the 
land. For example, along with the Juez de Paz (justice of the peace) – a figure created in colonias 
militares to keep order – the Comisariado Ejidal – in charge of land issues – are the principal 
authorities of the community.102 Just as in the ejido system, women have little control over land.  
“Women bring bad people to the community when they marry outsiders,” says Miguel. 
That is why they do not possess rights to land, he explains. In the Negro Mascogo logic, 
outsiders are mexicanos and therefore not Black. As Miguel’s thinking demonstrates, the 
gendered definition of land rights builds on an idea of Negro Mascogo women as incapable of 
selecting good husbands and therefore putting community interests at risk. Miguel and other 
men and women reproduce this idea by giving examples of women who have allegedly married 
narcos (drug traffickers) and who have caused trouble in El Nacimiento de los Negros. People 
portray these women as bad women for not complying with what is locally considered proper 
behavior. They have gotten involved with drugs – for example as mules transporting drugs 
across the border – or they have had more than one partner. These ideas, along with control 
over women’s sexuality and marriage practices, obstruct possibilities for women to have 
property rights (Agarwal 1994, 16). 
 When Negro Mascogo men marry mexicanas, they usually take them to live in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. Few people question this, just as few question women who marry 
out if they move to their husband’s town. What people perceive as a risk is that male mexicanos 
move into El Nacimiento de los Negros because they could challenge the – Black masculine – 
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autonomy of the town and take over the land. This concern increased with the Agrarian 
counter-reform of 1992 and the possibility of renting or selling if El Nacimiento de los Negros 
became a certified ejido.  
It is under the gender and racial logic of land rights that Juan V. González County, 
former Negro Mascogo chief, initiated the process of separating Cuarterones y Morelos from El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. According to some elders, in the 1930s there were many cases of 
Negro Mascogo women marrying mexicanos and taking them to El Nacimiento de los Negros. 
These men would get access to land via renting and loans but could not have rights. County’s 
daughters were among those cases, and he decided to give them land across the river. That is 
how Cuarterones y Morelos – thus the racial marker “mixed” – started to form before Lázaro 
Cárdenas legalized it as ejido (Map 2). When the 1992 conflict arose, the Negro Mascogo 
leaders expelled people from Cuarterones y Morelos who were using the land in El Nacimiento 
de los Negros. It is no coincidence that this process developed the same year as the counter-
reform, as the risks of losing land became more readily visible.  
 These rights and membership norms create tensions inside El Nacimiento de los 
Negros. One woman, the daughter of a negra and a mexicano, for example, disagrees with the 
ideas about autonomy and appeals to the universal rights of women. She sees the definition of 
land rights in connection to race and gender as backward, partly because she believes women 
should have the same rights as men, and partly because, to her, the categories of racial purity 
make no sense because of intermarriage. “Eventually we will all be mexicanos,” she says.  
 The racialization of land as Black resulted from the process of defining membership and 
rights. Although the tensions over land have existed since the arrival of Negros Mascogos in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, after the 1992 agrarian counter-reform these tensions increased 




renting land, and thus making decisions that affect all Negros Mascogos. This also sharpened 
the differences along the lines of gender. As Lynn Stephen (1999) argues, the 1992 counter-
reform brought to the surface the unresolved contradictions and unequal gender relations 
already present in article 27 of the 1917 Constitution. In the transformation from community 
and household rights to individual rights, women have much to lose, as at least under the 
household logic they can get better access to land through their family. Becoming an ejido and 
certifying the portion of ejido land would increase gender inequalities in El Nacimiento de los 
Negros.  
 Since the Mexican government granted Negros Mascogos the land of El Nacimiento de 
los Negros, the colonia became racialized as Black. This case is different from other Latin 
American ones where Black politics have had to resemble Indian politics to access land and 
autonomy (Anderson 2007; Hooker 2005; Ng’weno 2007b; Restrepo 2013). Instead, for Negros 
Mascogos Blackness is what offers the best chances to defend their rights. 
 
Necro-Citizenship 
“Show me your papers” 
On June 26, 2017, I received a call from an immigration lawyer from San Antonio, Texas. She 
wanted me to help the families she was representing to find information and documents to 
prove that two unauthorized Negro Mascogo migrants could legally stay in the United States. 
According to the lawyer, it was possible to change their immigration status if they found 
historical and genealogical documents to prove that their grandparents were born in Texas and 
resided there for some years. By tracing their bloodline, she argued, they could claim 
citizenship rights. U.S. citizenship cannot pass directly from a grandparent to a grandchild, but 




citizenship from her parents. People have to meet many requirements, so this is very difficult 
and uncommon, but not impossible.  
The political moment of this call is essential. On May 7, Texas governor Greg Abbott 
had signed Senate Bill 4 (SB4), authored by Senator Charles Perry, a law that, effective on 
September 1, would outlaw sanctuary cities and require local police to cooperate with federal 
immigration authorities by inquiring about the immigration status of people they detain. 
Elected officials who did not comply with these provisions would be fined or jailed. Opponents 
of the bill, including large cities like Dallas, San Antonio, Austin, and El Paso, and the small 
border town of El Cenizo, immediately brought a lawsuit against it. Activists and journalists 
have called it the “show me your papers law” and the “toughest immigration law in the nation” 
(Bova 2017; Brennan and Alvarez Armendariz 2017; Feltz 2017; Mansoor and Pollock 2017). 
They argue that the law promotes racial profiling and they compare it with Arizona’s SB1070 
of 2010, which, just as SB4, formally rejected race as a criterion for exclusion while enforcing 
practices that racialize immigrants. According to Provine and Doty (2011), this inherent 
contradiction is precisely the distinctive characteristic of the current racial project of 
criminalization of immigrants in the United States. Racialization and criminalization create fear 
and uncertainty among immigrants (Abrego 2011; Bosniak 2006; Chavez 2012; Brennan and 
Alvarez Armendariz 2017; Dreby 2015; Gonzales 2016), and after the law was signed, the 
“Center for Aid and Information for Mexicans,” a hotline operated by the Mexican consulate 
network in the United States, reported a 679% increase in the number of calls asking for 
assistance in Texas (Céspedes 2017).103 
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In addition to the Agrarian counter-reform of 1992, the signing of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that came into force in 1994, resulted in the increase of 
migration. People migrated to border cities with job opportunities in maquiladoras, like Ciudad 
Acuña or Piedras Negras, to Texas ranches along the border, and to U.S. cities with an offer in 
construction jobs, like San Antonio (Ganster and Lorey 2016; Mize and Swords 2011). Many 
Negros Mascogos have migrated to Texas. Most of them are undocumented, either because 
they crossed the border without authorization or because they overstayed their visas. With the 
recent strengthening of immigration policy, many Negro Mascogo migrants seek protection 
from deportation. The framing of their struggle is their right to U.S. citizenship derived from 
the service their grandfathers and great-grandfathers gave the U.S. government as soldiers in 
Fort Clark in the nineteenth century. Just like land in El Nacimiento de los Negros, they claim, 
they earned their citizenship with – male – blood. It is unclear if obtaining U.S. citizenship by 
tracing their lineage to the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts would be possible, but the 
immigration lawyer I spoke with believes that there could be a chance if there is enough 
documentation to prove it.  
 
Soldiers and graves 
On April 25, 1870, the mayor of Múzquiz informed the Secretary of the government of 
Coahuila that four different U.S. commissioners had been in the municipality to negotiate the 
removal of Kickapoos and Negros Mascogos to the United States (Comisión Pesquisidora de la 
Frontera del Norte 1874, 119). Julia Payne, interviewed by S. S. McKellar in 1944, remembered 
one of those visits, when U.S. soldiers spoke to her grandfather John Kibbitts, one of the 




de man ‘splains he wants help wid fittin Indians on other side in Texas, wants scouts for 
Merican army. He say he give all de mens $25 in siver every month and everybody, 
women and children, too plenty rations. Every shile get ration same as others, good 
ration. We eat off de Merican government dat way for five long years. All of us went 
right away, took our stock, everything. Some went to Ft. Duncan at Eagle Pass and 
others went to Ft. Clark at Brackettville.104  
 
By 1870, some years after slavery ended in the United States, representatives of the U.S. 
Army began recruiting Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles as scouts, as the Mexican 
government had done in 1850. Some families took the offer and the first Seminole Negro Indian 
Scouts, as their unit was named, enlisted in 1870 (C. I. Brown 1999; Dinges 2007; Porter 1952). 
Once again, the group fragmented spatially, and the community ended up spread on both sides 
of the Coahuila-Texas borderland. Three main factors informed the decision families made to 
move to Texas. First, with slavery abolished in the United States, threats of capture and losing 
their freedom were gone. Second, since the Seminoles had signed a treaty with the United 
States in 1866, many Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles believed they could recover their land 
in Florida or elsewhere in the United States. Finally, their living conditions in Coahuila were 
not ideal, partly because of the wars and conflicts unfolding in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, and partly because of the well-founded fear that since their land in El Nacimiento de 
los Negros had been so disputed, they risked losing it. In 1870 they had just managed to return 
to El Nacimiento de los Negros from Parras and ratified their rights to land, but as John 
Kibbitts’ letter stated in 1861, they had experienced the process as dispossession and as a 
violation of their rights. In 1873 Juan Caballo/John Horse wrote a letter to General Augur, 
commander of the Military Department of Texas, to express some of these concerns:  
[…] Everything was taken away from us when we left Florida. Houses, cattle, horses, 
and every thing [sic]what we had. And the Govt. pledged itself at that time to pay us 
for all the losses and that we should get land for a home, and be furnished with 
everything for 8 years. This was in President Polk’s time and since that time we have 
                                                 




been roaming about without a home and nothing has been done for us. And we now ask 
the Government to give us a home for the sake of our children that they may learn 
something and get schooling where we can believe in God, and can love each other. 
When I was in Washington I was told that my people should get land if we would go 
back in Florida. […] President Polk told me that we have the same rights as the 
Seminoles. […] General Jesup was at that time the Commanding officer of Florida and 
made all the treaty, and that time the pure Colored Seminoles numbered 1800 and all of 
them have never received a dime up to this day. […] I like to know from the General if 
the losses we had in Mexico including what was stolen from us will be paid to us by the 
Government, the Indian Agent told us in Mexico that the Government would pay for it, 
if it is to be paid please let us know and we put down everything what we lost. I have 
the title of the land we own in Mexico, with me and please sir let us know if we can have 
it recorded here so that we cannot lose it. The land is named Nacimiento, it has a nice 
clear running stream and large cypress on it, and is 9 miles square, this land was given 
to us by Santa Anna for fighting the Indians. The government might take Mexico every 
hour or minute and of course will take all the land and General please let us know what 
we should do to keep our own. […] General I lately came over when my party was way 
back in Mexico, I want full rations for my people […]. General I come here to make a 
new treaty and the wish to ask for please grant sir, the same time I want to see all my 
children to have their rights […] I would ask the General to give me a paper that I can 
go to the U.S. officers and show the treaty made.105 
 
Juan Caballo/John Horse’s letter emphasizes obtaining land to establish a home in the United 
States, as promised by U.S. authorities after the Seminole Wars in Florida (1817-1818, 1835-
1842, 1855-1858). The way the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole leader articulates his petitions 
is by using the language of rights, including those of their children who would ensure the 
reproduction of their group. The letter also denounces the injustices committed towards his 
people and asks for reparations in the form of payment. Finally, it seeks assurance that the land 
in El Nacimiento de los Negros will not be taken from them, especially because they earned it 
by fighting Indians. Altogether, the letter denounces unfulfilled promises and asks for a paper 
that can certify the existence of treaties and land ownership.  
                                                 
105 None of the documents of negotiations that I have revised are signed by Santa Anna. The political unrest in 
Mexico in the second half of the nineteenth century led to constant changes of representatives. It is possible to 
consider that Juan Caballo/John Horse got confused thinking that Santa Anna, and not Mariano Arista, granted 
them the land of El Nacimiento. This idea, however, has prevailed among some Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles who say they have seen or have copies of the letter. John Horse to General Augur, December 12, 1873, 




The Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole oral tradition suggests that there was a treaty, 
probably signed after Juan Caballo/John Horse’s letter got lost in Mexico during the 
Revolution (1910-1920), and that because of lack of documentation, they never received the 
land. Historian Kenneth W. Porter recorded an account that stated that  
Col. Shelby of the 13th Cavalry visited the reservation and asked to be shown the treaty 
papers. For some reason the treaty had been left at Santa Rosa, Mexico, and John 
Shields, First Sergeant, was sent to bring the treaty back to the United States…; a 
Mexican revolution was in progress and before the treaty could be obtained, the 
courthouse was destroyed and the records lost (1996, 213).  
 
Lost titles and treaties are a recurring theme in rural and Indian communities, 
especially when they struggle for land. The absence of documents is often the trope to explain 
difficult circumstances in the past and present and to organize struggle. In his discussion about 
mestizaje and the struggle of Indigenous peoples in Nicaragua, Jeffrey L. Gould describes 
various instances where documents became the center of conflict, as Indigenous peoples saw 
them as their “legal weapon in the defense of their land” (1998, 220). Stories of titles written in 
gold and violent forms of seeking and acquiring documents are present in the memories of the 
Indigenous peoples of Nicaragua. In the Costa Rica-Nicaragua border, Marc Edelman discusses 
conflicts between powerful landowners and Indigenous peoples. He examines the almost 
magical attributes the documents acquire in the disputes: “this account may reflect the 
widespread tendency of threatened smallholders to imbue land documents with almost 
supernatural qualities and to rationalize unfavorable outcomes of agrarian struggles with 
stories of their loss or theft” (Edelman 1992, 146; see also Hetherington 2011). Stories about 
lost documents and burned archives abound. People usually connect the loss with an idea of the 
numerous possibilities available to them if only they had the documents (Grandia 2012, 132–
33). The treaty Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles continuously refer to is one of such cases 




Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles place collective ownership of land in El Nacimiento 
de los Negros in opposition to landlessness in the United States. This contrast feeds into the 
idea of the Mexican government as benevolent in the imagination of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles.  
Failure of the U.S. government to grant them the promised land did not prevent Black 
Seminoles from acquiring collective property in Brackettville, like the Carver School, which 
they bought by selling chicken suppers in 1965 (see chapter 1). Since 1872 they have buried 
their deceased at the Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery, a burial site exclusively for descendants 
of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, the military unit they were part of during the Indian 
Wars. The cemetery is inside the private property of a White-Anglo family of Brackettville, 
who loaned Black Seminoles a piece of land since 1872. Although not the owners of the land, 
Black Seminoles have taken care of the cemetery since the nineteenth century and they have 
turned it into the most important space of the group in Texas, along with the Carver School. It 
is around the cemetery and the deceased soldiers that Black Seminoles have organized their 
socio-political life in Brackettville. The Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery Association (SISCA) 
is the organization they created to preserve the cemetery and to keep Black Seminole traditions 
alive. In tribal historian Charles Emily Wilson’s words: 
The history of the Seminole cemetery is as unique and historical as the Indian Scouts 
who are buried here. Approximately 100 or more Negro Seminole Scouts who played a 
major role in protecting the Texas Frontier from hostile Indians are buried here, with 
the descendants and families of the Scouts.  
The Negro Seminole Indian Scout cemetery was established in September, 1872, on the 
Fort Clark Reservation. April 14, 1881, the scouts fought their last Indian battle 
following the final important raid on Texas soil near the Rio Grande.  
At that time the cemetery was under supervision of Deacon Tony Wilson who left us 
many years ago. “Uncle Tony”, also left us with a constant sense of pride, to be proud of 
our ancestors and their accomplishments, “To preserve and hallow these grounds that 
these dead may not have died in vain”. 
After the passing away of Uncle Tony, Mr. Warren Perryman (Uncle Warren, we 
respectfully called him) became chairman of our group […]. Uncle Warren was 




headstones that now mark the graves of over 100 scouts buried here. His principles and 
ideals were: Be proud of your heritage; do not forget the graves of these scouts; honor 
them and cherish them.  
[…] Around 1965 the restoration and preservation of the cemetery began […]. The 
grandson of Scout Pompey Perryman reorganized the association in 1967 […]. 
Inspired by his uncle, Warren Perrymay [sic], he accepted the challenge with vigor and 
determination.  
The organization is now registered with the State of Texas as a non-profit, and is 
properly constituted with a board of directors and laws. Its sole purpose is to preserve, 
promote and maintain the Seminole Indian Scout Cemetery as a historical monument. In 
1977, our four Scout medal winners received new grave markers.  
Membership in the association includes almost every member of Brackettville’s Negro 
population, most of whom can trace their ancestry to one of the courageous Scouts. The 
old scouts are gone, maybe from high they still watch over us with unseen eyes and 
guidance.106  
 
The cemetery has become the ceremonial center of Black Seminoles. During Seminole 
Days they honor their military history and their ancestors, always closing with a gathering at 
the cemetery to pay respects to their deceased and to name those who passed away in the 
previous year (Figure 12). At the cemetery ceremony, Black Seminoles sing Negro Spirituals, 
and some give speeches about their history or their family. However, the most important part is 
when people disperse and walk around the cemetery to visit the graves of their deceased 
relatives and to tell stories about them.  
Black Seminoles did not earn the cemetery as collective property, like the land in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, but its meaning is just as crucial for the reproduction of family and 
community ties, and for the history it uncovers. On the one hand, it helps promote the idea of 
pride and purpose “so the dead may not have died in vain.” On the other hand, it serves as a 
reminder that Black Seminoles did shed blood and gave their lives to a U.S. government that 
did not fulfill the promise of land. These two sides of the same story make a statement about 
Black Seminoles’ participation in history by reminding outsiders and themselves that they 
                                                 




“played a major role in protecting the Texas Frontier from hostile Indians.” Like land in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, the cemetery was and still is a significant source to promote 
masculinity and honor.  
 
Figure 12. Walk at the cemetery during Seminole Days to remember the ancestors that walked to Mexico. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 





In 1875 four Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles received the highest military “honor for heroic 
action” in the United States. The Congressional Medal of Honor recipients, John Ward, 
Pompey Factor, Isaac Payne, and Adam Paine were rewarded for their “conspicuous gallantry 
and intrepidity in action at the risk of [their lives] above and beyond the call of duty […] in 
action with the Indians.” As described in a bulletin issued by SISCA in the 1990s,  
Generals John Bullis and famous “Phil” Sheridan credited these scouts with civilizing 
West Texas. It was a small group of men, and these Generals and others carefully noted 
the difference and great value of these scouts.107  
 
The U.S. government did not grant Black Seminoles any land, but they gained a symbolic space 
of recognition in Brackettville and FCS through the blood they shed. In Brackettville-FCS 
people narrate the history of Black Seminoles as soldiers with pride and continuously honor 
and remember the four Congressional Medal of Honor recipients. 
 The Congressional Medal of Honor is but one example of the recognition granted by 
the U.S. and Mexican governments in the nineteenth century to enhance the warrior spirit and 
secure soldiers for warfare with the Comanches and Apaches. Other inducements included 
payments, the right to appropriate livestock, captives and booty, tax exemptions, and land 
(Alonso 1995, 99; Mallon 1994, 78). These rewards enabled the material and social 
reproduction of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles on both sides of the border. They became 
free citizens and earned land and wages. Their military obligations and rewards also gave them 
honor and the possibility to cross from “barbarism” to “civilization.” 
 The Congressional Medals of Honor regularly appear in people’s narratives, illustrating 
the ways these rewards have shaped their own identities. When I asked a Negro Mascogo U.S. 
citizen why he enlisted with the Marines in the United States, he responded,  
                                                 




For me, it was a look back at history. My great-grandfather was a Seminole Indian 
Scout […]. That’s an elite group; we have four Medal of Honor recipients out of that 
group. They come from Mascogo blood. I mean, it’s only obvious that as a grandson of a 
chief and a great-grandson of a Scout that I have to put my time in […]. We are an 
adventurous group and it just comes naturally. And then the history of it even is more 
coincidental than ever because from what I gather that the Marine Corps fighting 
training was perfected by the Colonel, back in the 1800s, Archibald Henderson, who 
was a veteran of the Seminole Wars. And he brought those tactics where he lost in a 
couple of battles and skirmishes, to the military. So, in a roundabout, we lost our Indian 
ways but I still gained my scout training, so I still feel the connection, whether it’s 
coincidental or it’s just my path, and I just follow it freely. […] We have four Medal of 
Honor recipients inside of our band, we come from a long tradition of greatness, you 
know? And we are still surviving. […] That’s what I got, growing up, so for me it 
influenced me to be a survivalist, a fighter. 
 
Not only does the man express pride in where he comes from, but he makes a direct connection, 
a roundabout, between his training in the military and the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, 
showing that he is part of this tradition of “greatness” and “survival.” 
As discussed in chapter 1, semi-nomadic groups that refused to be governed and resisted 
national states’ attempts to make them legible – for example by sedentarization – were 
racialized as savage and barbaric. However, the racial borders were fluid, and individuals and 
groups found ways to cross them (Leiker 2010). At the borderland, military honor became 
accessible to peoples like the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles – otherwise considered 
subaltern because of their Blackness, Indianness and their class position. As James N. Leiker 
(2010, 10) affirms for the postbellum United States, Blacks could aspire to recognition as “full” 
citizens by fighting Indians and foreigners. A similar argument holds for Indians, Blacks, and 
peasants in Mexico. Alliances between groups often foundered as states positioned them on 
opposite sides. The Kickapoo, for instance, traveled with Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to 
Mexico and were neighbors on that side of the border. However, when the U.S. government 




who played an important role in the battle of Remolino in 1873, when Colonel R. S. Mackenzie 
and his troops destroyed three Lipan and Kickapoo villages in Mexico (Porter 1952, 365).108  
The collaboration of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles as border enforcers for the 
Mexican and U.S. Armies in the second part of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of 
the twentieth contributed to state formation and nation-building from the margins. Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ military participation enabled them to cross to the side of 
“civilization” and as part of the apparatus of settler colonialism that not only aimed at 
eliminating or assimilating “barbarous Indians,” but also at reaching modernity – an integral 
part of coloniality according to Walter Mignolo (2005) – via the production of an orderly and 
legible society of “civilized” people. Through their militarization, they actively reproduced the 
state’s processes of racialization and the positioning of other groups as subalterns, but at the 
same time, this was a source of prestige that gave them a certain degree of social mobility. The 
Army allowed them to improve their status. However, while warfare empowered Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles, militarization was also a form of control from the state, as it 
sought to create effective military subjects and foment and regulate warfare (Alonso 1995, 102–
3).  
The recruitment of subaltern groups in colonial and national armies to fight other 
subaltern groups is not unique to the case of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles. Until the end 
of the Indian Wars in the 1880s, settlers used it as a strategy to weaken their enemies, Indian 
and European alike. Through these subaltern recruits, armies also acquired knowledge about 
the territory and the war tactics of their opponents. For the subaltern groups that forged those 
alliances, it was often a strategy to survive, but also a way to defeat their opponents. Scholars 
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conflict. “Invasión del territorio mexicano por fuerzas o ciudadanos de los Estados-Unidos” WA MSS S-668, Box 




have reported numerous alliances of this sort, like the coalitions between the Apaches and 
Europeans against Comanches, to name one of many examples (DeLay 2009; Gwynne 2010; 
Hämäläinen 2009; Leiker 2010). 
After the disbandment of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts in 1914, not only did they 
cross the boundary between Fort Clark and Brackettville, they also crossed a boundary of class: 
the former prestigious soldiers became landless wage-workers in the United States. Because of 
this transformation in their class position, once they were evicted from Fort Clark (see chapter 
1), some Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles decided to return to Mexico, where at least they 
owned their land.  
Through military obligations, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles acquired honor and 
its rewards, like land and citizenship. These rewards relied on male warriors and a form of 
masculinity defined in terms of virility, valor, and fighting skills (Alonso 1995, 92). Documents 
of negotiation also specified that Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole men had to defend women. 
The underlying ideas went well beyond the safety of families and related to protecting the 
sexual purity of women while ensuring social reproduction (Alonso 1995, 96–97). It is possible 
that the current concern of women marrying “bad mexicanos” has roots on these ideas of Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole men’s duty to protect women. Even today, people in El Nacimiento 
de los Negros see women as the bearers of tradition. They hold women responsible for the loss 
of cultural elements, like the transformation of traditional dishes’ seasoning, which according to 
some men, is no longer like the one older negritas had. In Brackettville, the officers of SISCA 
are all women and through the organization of festivities, and community activities, they too 
are in charge of the socio-cultural reproduction of the group. As bearers of culture, women are 
responsible for family reproduction, and in the nineteenth century, they were in charge of 




Just as Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles define land inheritance along masculine lines 
in El Nacimiento de los Negros, the symbolic recognition and the current honor they have in 
Brackettville and FCS relies on a masculine narrative of history and a definition of membership 
based on the “courageous” Scouts. People are members of the community and SISCA if they are 
descendants of the nineteenth-century male warriors. As we will see in chapter 5, these 
community borders have direct consequences in debates about recognition and the 
interconnected access to material means of livelihood.  
 
Counter-Archives: The Politics of the Past 
Violence and death have shaped the negotiations of citizenship of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles with the Mexican and U.S. governments. Referring to the United States in the 
nineteenth century, Russ Castronovo (2001) calls these processes “necro-citizenship.” As 
discussed by Lázaro Lima (2007, 64–68), gender, ethnicity, and class inform necro-citizenship, 
as not all bodies, including dead ones, are valued the same way. The Latino bodies discussed by 
Lima, for example, are deemed disposable in the United States, as even in death they were 
segregated in Texas’ cemeteries for decades.  
 In the case of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, necro-citizenship refers to four 
processes. First, access to land and citizenship in Mexico and the United States in the 
nineteenth century was contingent on participation in the militarized violence of the state. Both 
governments exposed Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, as citizens, to death. In this first 
sense, much like the necropolitics Achille Mbembe (2003) examines, they negotiated citizenship 
by shedding their own blood.  
 Second, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles shed the blood of others who were also 




were instruments for the dispossession and extermination of Apache and Comanche peoples 
and became perpetrators of state violence. They negotiated their citizenship through the death 
of other Indians.  
 Third, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles live necro-citizenship in the current 
struggles for land and citizenship. They continually reaffirm their participation in the frontier 
armies to link their rights to their shed blood. As in the case of the war veterans of Mexican 
origin in Texas discussed by Dorsey and Díaz-Barriga (2011), Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles develop a narrative where they appear as actors in history. In the remembrance 
events at the cemetery, for example, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles highlight family links 
through genealogies to trace their lineage and connect their ancestry to that of the soldiers of 
the nineteenth century. When they do this, they legitimize their belonging to the group and the 
nation. It is not enough to risk and sacrifice life, the act of constant public remembering is 
central to validating the citizenship of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Mexico and the 
United States. 
 Fourth, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ validation legitimizes ongoing settler 
colonialism. Exercising violence against Apaches and Comanches in the nineteenth century was 
a strategy of survival when Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles did not have other alternatives, 
and the result of divide and rule mechanisms of settler colonialism. In the present, some Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles have internalized the idea that they did this for the greater good to 
“civilize” West Texas, as affirmed in SISCA’s bulletin quoted above, and that the Apaches, 
Comanches, and even the Kickapoo were and still are “hostile” or indios malos. A woman of 
Apache ancestry, for example, told me more than once that a Black Seminole woman confronted 




case, necro-citizenship does the work of continuously shaping national identity at the cost of 
the elimination of “undesired” others, a mechanism of ongoing settler colonialism.  
 Michel-Rolph Trouillot reminds us that the past only exists as past because there is a 
present (1995, 15). People produce a vision of history and social memory in relation to the 
present and ideas of a possible future. This, in turn, articulates with identification. Collective 
approaches to the past may use it as a referent to confront present realities, sometimes 
decontextualizing it, or idealizing it (Alonso 1995, 190; Gnecco and Zambrano 2000; Velázquez 
Hernández 2004). Necro-citizenship is part of a specific engagement with the past. As Odile 
Hoffmann (2000) argues for the case of Afrodescendant populations in the Colombian Pacific, 
who struggle for access to land and territory, ideas of justice in the present relate with the past. 
According to Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, it is a matter of justice to keep their land as a 
colonia and to maintain autonomy, as it would be just to have a piece of land to settle in FCS 
and to have U.S. citizenship. In their view, these claims are about justice because of their role in 
history and because there is a past that can serve to demand rights.  
 Through the past, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles develop a counter-hegemonic 
narrative where they do not appear as subaltern. Instead, they represent themselves as 
important actors in national history both in Mexico and the United States. They refuse 
victimization. However, we should look at this carefully. As William Roseberry (1994) reminds 
us, domination shapes counter-hegemonic processes. It sets the framework, language, and 
terms around which contestation occurs. In terms of history and memory, social memory is 
“domesticated” by hegemonic histories, according to Cristóbal Gnecco (2000). In the case of 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, the counter-narrative becomes visible and legitimate by 
reproducing the language of nationalism and praising warfare and the “civilizing” projects of 




the trap and unintentionally end up validating the colonial and racist structures that have 
oppressed them and others (Coulthard 2014; Sider 2003, xxvi). As I discussed in chapter 1, 
these processes do not speak about Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles per se. Instead, they 
reveal the mechanisms of ongoing settler colonialism and its interconnected racial 
justifications.  
The relationship of Mexico with death as a national symbol is unique; the cult of the 
dead is deeply rooted in Mexican popular culture. Political slogans, official histories, 
monumental architecture, and naming practices also locate death at the center of nationalism 
(Lomnitz 2005). In the United States, as in other nation-states, citizenship is contradictory. 
The “legitimation of abstract, privileged, and empowered personhood depends on people whose 
untranscendent lives also make claims to freedom and dignity” (Castronovo 2001, 10). Necro-
citizenship validates the projects of both nations.  
 Just as there are hegemonic histories concerning the nation-state, there are also 
dominant narratives within the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community which are 
profoundly gendered. As there are dissident histories – like the refusal to be represented as 
subaltern – concerning the nation (Gilly 2006; Gnecco 2000), there is also dissidence within the 
community. Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole women have another story to tell. The Seminole 
Indian Scouts Museum in Brackettville is an example of this.  
 Although very much influenced by the military narrative, where the Seminole Negro 
Indian Scouts appear as heroes of U.S. history, the museum also works as a counter-archive 
which challenges narratives of military history by emphasizing family. Counter-archives shift 
away from grand narratives to incorporate voices located outside the dominant realm, and 




2010).109 Black Seminoles created the museum in 2010 and in 2015 women redesigned it 
(Figure 14). The primary artifacts at the museum are photographs that individuals loaned or 
donated, and the images are mostly portraits of their family members (Figure 15). Since its 
reopening in 2015 (Figure 16), it has become a community archive which collects Black 
Seminoles’ memories through artifacts and photographs, providing a different narrative than 
the military story. When this becomes most visible is during Seminole Days, when people walk 
around the small museum and tell stories, not about the soldiers, but their families. While 
photographs of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts exist in books and other museums, this is the 
only place where women are visible, and where the emphasis is on their everyday lives. It is not 
a history of heroes who “civilized” the nation, but a narrative about the existence and 
persistence of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community. Stuart Hall invites us to think 
about archives as in “active, dialogic relation to the questions which the present puts to the 
past” (2001, 92), and specifies that these questions differ from one generation to another. The 
case of the Seminole Indian Scouts Museum shows that these questions also change along the 
lines of gender. The museum counters the narratives of subalternity, but it also counters the 
masculine emphasis and proposes family as an alternative to violence. The museum represents 
the story women want to tell. 
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Figure 14. SISCA president setting up the Seminole Indian Scout Museum. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 
Figure 15. Seminole Indian Scouts Museum. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 




Chapter 4. Racial Articulations. Legibility and the Production of Identities  
 
Articulations 
The colonial Spanish caste system labeled and classified degrees of racial mixing and informed 
how proper mixture could get people closer to “purity of blood” (M. E. Martínez 2008). The 
caste system was not homogeneous in Spanish colonies, and there are at least thirteen different 
series represented in colonial paintings of the eighteenth century (Moreno Navarro 1973).110 In 
one of the series representing the caste system, there was a label for those whose racial identity 
was unclear. No te entiendo (I do not understand you) marked the difficulties of racial 
classification within the caste system. It designated individuals who did not show the expected 
racial characteristics from the mixture they were product of, or whose characteristics replicated 
those of an ancestor with a loosely defined classification, for example tente en el aire (Black 
mixed with Quadroon) mixed with mulata (White mixed with Black) (Aguirre Beltrán 1970, 
176–77). Mexico dismantled the caste system when it became independent in 1821, but some of 
its logic persists along with specific categories. Negros Mascogos, for example, have retained 
the labels limpio, negro, cuarterón, and indio to demarcate internal distinctions related to “racial 
purity” and to establish group boundaries. The racialization of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles resembles some of the colonial “difficulties” understanding the racial making of some 
populations. In this chapter, I will show that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminole’s racializations 
have always been connected to relations of power and have often served as elements of 
negotiation in matters of the state and matters of the community.  
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The politics of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ racialization could not be expressed 
more clearly than in a July 6, 1999 article published in The Post and Courier in Charleston, 
South Carolina. Writing about cultural connections between the Gullah of South Carolina and 
Black Seminoles, the author quotes Patricia Wickman, director of the Department of 
Anthropology and Genealogy of the Seminole Tribe of Florida, who declared that  
the entire subject of the Black Seminoles makes no sense. A person with a black parent 
and a Seminole parent is either black or Indian, depending on how they were raised 
culturally. They could not be a black Indian. It’s like saying cat dog (cited in Mulroy 
2007, 324). 
 
Wickman’s statement speaks to ideas of cultural boundaries, but most importantly, it raises the 
question of the politics informing the racialization of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles. It is 
not clear from Wilkman’s statement whether she was speaking to the conflict about the 
citizenship status of Seminole Freedmen in Oklahoma in the 1990s and 2000s, but it is hard to 
imagine that it was disconnected, even though the same conflict did not arise among the 
Seminoles of Florida (Cattelino 2008, 22).111 Circe Sturm shows in her work about the 
Cherokee that “the legitimacy of racially hybrid Native Americans is questioned more than that 
of other ethnic groups” (2002, 3), especially along the lines of Blackness. This is related to the 
blood quantum regulations, which exclude people from tribal recognition and the 
interconnected economic benefits. Blood quantum facilitates the limitation of resources from 
the federal government and constitutes “a post-frontier analogue to the Vanishing Indian” 
(Wolfe 2011, 276).  
The objective of this chapter is to trace a fourth map of the production of the Coahuila-
Texas borderland through the racialization of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people and 
the changing definitions of Blackness, Indianness, and Black-Indianness. These processes shed 
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light on the racial formations of the borderland and their articulations with specific Mexican 
and U.S. racial projects. I illustrate how Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have negotiated 
their racial identities through processes like migration.  
Identification is a process, always in the making. Within this process, identity is a 
temporary fixing, a meeting point between the discourses and practices that interpellate us as 
social subjects and the dynamics that produce subjectivities. It is a temporary suturing of 
subjects to their subject positions. In this view, identification is never one-sided, neither solely 
discourse nor exclusively self-constitution but an articulation of both (Hall 1996). Racialization 
is a strong component of identification. When, where, and why Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles have become Black, Indian, or both, results from the articulation between specific 
racial projects, hegemonic discourses, and their own subjectivities. 
 
Black-Indianness 
Wickman’s statement about the impossibility of Black-Indianness has its origins in settler 
colonialism. Europeans located Blacks in opposition to Indians, among other things to prevent 
alliances against them. Both, in British and Spanish former colonies, Blacks and Indians were 
discursively represented as foreigners versus natives (Wade 2010). Most importantly, in former 
British colonies and to some degree in former Spanish colonies, Whites accommodated their 
relationships with Blacks and Indians to their needs to appropriate land as private property and 
to exploit its resources. Indians “provided” the land and Blacks the labor, and the relationships 
were established as elimination of the former and exploitation of the latter. Under the logic of 
elimination, Indians became assimilable. Instead, under the logic of exploitation, which required 




follows that any person with “diluted” Indian “blood” and at least one drop of Black “blood” 
would not be Black-Indian but Black (Wolfe 2011).112  
We must be aware of Nancy Shoemaker’s (1997) warning that the overemphasis on how 
Europeans constructed images of non-Whites make Indian and other peoples seem passive 
recipients of Western knowledge, without power to name. Shoemaker shows that Indians from 
Louisiana to South Carolina were calling themselves Red in the 1720s. Red could have been a 
category they used before European arrival. They may have used it for diplomacy as a response 
to Europeans calling themselves White and as a way to distinguish themselves from Blacks.  
Independently of the origins of the categories, these divides have become common sense 
to people in Latin America and the United States, and scholars tend to reproduce them. 
Historian William Loren Katz wrote, “Black Indians? The very words make most people shake 
their heads in disbelief or smile at what appears to be a joke, a play on words. No one 
remembers any such person in a school text, history book, or western novel. None ever 
appeared” (1986, 3). Katz’s pioneering work inspired the creation of Black-Indian research 
organizations in California and New York, but as Andrea Smith (2012) has pointed out for the 
United States, and Peter Wade for Latin America (2010), academic debates still tend to 
separate the study of Blacks as a matter of race, and Indians as a matter of ethnicity or settler 
colonialism.  
In the United States, recent scholarship has sought to bridge the divides by 
incorporating critical race theory to debates of Indian sovereignty and settler colonialism. 
Indian genocide, colonialism, and federal recognition policies, these scholars maintain, are 
among the most important logic of White supremacy because they racialize and regulate 
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Indians (Coulthard 2014; Glenn 2015; Klopotek 2011; A. Smith 2012). Most literature on 
Black-Indians in the United States, however, has focused on the historical relations of slavery 
and alliances between Blacks and Indians, or on their hybrid identities (R. B. Bateman 1990; 
Brooks 2002a, 2004; Forbes 1993; R. S. Jones 2001; W. L. Katz 1986; Tayac 2009). Scholars 
have studied their relations to the nation-state and their claims and politics for recognition, and 
more recently the emphasis has been on the controversies around recognition of Blacks as 
members of Indian Nations (Klopotek 2011; Maynor Lowery 2010; T. Miles 2005; T. Miles and 
Holland 2006; Saunt 2005; Sider 2003; Sturm 2002). In Latin America, studies about Black-
Indianness have privileged debates about the ethnicization of Blacks in connection to struggles 
for land and collective rights in multicultural politics of recognition (Anderson 2007, 2009; 
Greene 2007b, 2007a; C. R. Hale 2005; Hooker 2005, 2009b; Ng’weno 2007b; Restrepo 2007, 
2013; Whitten 2007). These efforts to break the dichotomies between Blackness and Indianness 
have been insightful not only in terms of scholarly thinking, but also as intellectual support for 
activists, organizations, and communities struggling for rights and articulating specific forms 
of racialization to constitute themselves as political subjects (Mullings 2004).  
Nevertheless, while these works bridge Black and Native American or Indigenous 
studies, they have sustained the divides established by area studies, which separate Latin 
America from North America. The Coahuila-Texas borderland and specifically the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole case does not allow for such a divide. Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles attach a multiplicity of meanings to Blackness, Indianness, and Black-Indianness in 
articulation to historical processes and racial geographies. Anthropologists have a long 
trajectory studying how people adapt and manipulate their identities in different contexts. The 




and in a transborder context. The case forces us to think beyond racial, as well as geopolitical 
borders.  
As Mark Anderson (2009) argues for the Garífuna of Honduras, even though Black-
Indianness is possible, it does not mean that it is a homogeneous or straightforward 
representation. Instead, there are contradictions and convergences between Blackness and 
Indianness, and people produce meanings with a variable emphasis on one or the other. These 
overlappings and tensions reflect the difficulties for navigating systems of domination and 
politics of difference, rather than merely representing strategic racialization. Numerous Black-
Indian groups face the same tensions and contradictions and claim Indianness or Blackness in 
different contexts and historical moments. Some examples are the Shinnecock, Miskitu, 
Lumbee, Cherokee, Tunica-Biloxi, and Clifton-Choctaw (C. R. Hale 1994; Hooker 2010; 
Klopotek 2011; Maynor Lowery 2010; T. Miles 2005, 2005; Sider 2003).  
As other Black-Indian groups, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles reproduce some of 
the divides between Blackness and Indianness, although not nearly as sharply as Wickman does 
(Brooks 2002b; Lovett 2002; Sturm 2002; Welburn 2002). To them, these racializations may 
not be mutually exclusive, but they do claim one more than the other in specific spaces, and 
particularly distinct ways when it comes to national divides. Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles strongly identify as Black in Mexico while Indianness carries more weight in the 
United States. I argue that this is the result of various articulations in the historical processes 
of racialization. Some of the conditions of possibility of their Blackness in Mexico and their 
Indianness in the United States are in the ways they were made and made themselves legible to 
both states since the nineteenth century. Certain individuals, who when crossing the Mexico-
United States border also cross between national and community discourses, embrace 




The questions in this chapter, then, are about racialization and its meanings, but most 
importantly about what Blackness and Indianness do for Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in 
the present and in relation to the past and future possibilities. I argue that Black-Indianness, as 
experienced by Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, works as a relation that enables specific 
articulations with nation-states and their projects.  
 
Becoming Black-Indian in the United States 
Right at the beginning of his book Freedom on the Border, Kevin Mulroy writes about the 
“difficulties” of naming Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles:  
Ethnohistorians, linguists, and anthropologists have had difficulty in agreeing upon a 
name for this remarkable group. Seminole Negroes or Indian Negroes were the terms 
preferred by nineteenth century whites, but, over the years, they also have been referred 
to as Seminole blacks, Indian blacks, Seminole freedmen, Afro-Seminoles, Negro-Indians, black 
Indians, black Muscogulges, black Seminoles, and, most recently, black Seminole. Today 
Texas group members call themselves Seminoles, in Coahuila they refer to themselves as 
Indios Mascogos, and in Oklahoma they call themselves Freedmens, each conferring 
exclusivity and stemming from their earlier relations with the Seminole Indians. The 
group’s self perceptions are informative, but they certainly have not facilitated the 
adoption of a single term to describe them (Mulroy 1993b, 1). 
 
Then, in a footnote, Mulroy explains that “the use of so many different names simply serves to 
highlight the group’s marginal status,” without elaborating on how or why naming would 
speak to a relation of subordination (1993b, 183). These assertions suggest uneasiness on the 
part of the historian who would like to adopt a single term instead of the diversity of names 
people use as forms of self-representation. They speak to the role of researchers in the processes 
of making populations legible, in this case, via naming (he later decides to name them Seminole 
Maroons to support his theoretical analysis). Mulroy’s assertions also imply that there is a 
relation of power in the process of naming, which he reads as a sign of marginality. However, 




discussion – to adopt one single homogenizing category, and a refusal to become legible on the 
terms of researchers and representatives of the state? Mulroy’s lack of elaboration on the topic 
is an invitation to engage it.  
Naming makes things exist; it demarcates a field of power that makes the landscape 
legible by encoding hegemonic and non-hegemonic knowledge (J. C. Scott, Tehranian, and 
Mathias 2002; Trouillot 1995, 115). Names develop from specific visions and versions of 
history, and sometimes they also trace paths to a possible future (Sider 2003, 4). As a labeling 
and classifying process, naming offers a privileged lens for understanding racialization. In this 
chapter, I examine the different namings of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles throughout 
history. Because people in power produce archives, it is difficult to infer how Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles named themselves and self-identified in the past. It is easier to 
learn the ways state representatives and intellectuals named and racialized them to make them 
legible. However, the letters and petitions Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole leaders like Juan 
Caballo/John Horse wrote and the testimonies scholars like Kenneth W. Porter have recorded, 
provide a window into their own forms of representation.113 It is also possible to observe how 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ narratives have embraced, challenged, or resignified 
specific categories; when and how they have articulated their subjectivity with their assigned 
subject positions to make sense of their present and future through their past, and to make 
themselves legible or illegible to the people with whom their relationship is one of domination.  
Since the ethnogenesis of Seminoles resulting from the amalgamation of various Creek 
bands in eighteenth-century Florida, the names that they have received and adopted have 
acquired different meanings and sometimes have served as markers of racialization. Linguists 
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trace the word Seminole to the Spanish cimarrón (maroon), used since colonial times to refer to 
wild horses and cattle that ran away. It is also related to the Native American word cima, which 
is a type of wild grass. According to linguist Ian Hancock, “the Indians themselves pronounced 
cimarrón as cimalon or cimanol, transposing the ‘m’ and the ‘l’, hence the name Seminole” 
(2006, 50). Deriving from ideas of fugitive status and wildness, the name Seminole is the 
description of a group of people refusing to comply with the hegemonic order of the time. 
The name “Seminole Negroes” became prominent in the mid-1830s, during the Second 
Seminole War (1835-1842) in Florida, when White observers identified the maroons settled 
with Seminoles as a separate group (Mulroy 1993b, 18). As far as the archives show, this was 
the first time the group was labeled as a unit and recognized for its Blackness as much as its 
Indianness. More than intermarriage between Seminoles and Blacks, Black-Indianness signaled 
a combination of racial categorizations. Nineteenth-century descriptions of the group and 
historical discussions of this period usually portray them as Blacks adopting Indian customs 
(Leiker 2010, 23), that is, phenotypically Black and culturally Indian. What is most important is 
that their racialization as Black-Indians had material consequences. Under the settler colonial 
logic, as Blacks, they confronted the threats of enslavement (exploitation of labor), while as 
Indians, they faced removal and forced settlement into reservations (containment and 
elimination).  
After the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles had been in Mexico for a decade, in the 
1860s U.S. officials proposed their return to the United States as part of a policy of relocation of 
Indian bands in Indian Territory. The U.S. government’s primary interest was the return of the 
Kickapoo to end their raids against White settlers in Texas, but officers included Negros 




During the Civil War in the United States (1861-1865) the borderland was nearly 
abandoned by state militias, Texas Rangers, and other representatives of the state, and this 
enabled the unleashing of wars between Indian groups and the control of Comanches over the 
territory. The period of Reconstruction in the borderland was about gaining control over the 
land once again (Gwynne 2010). After the Civil War, the Army along the Mexico-United 
States border was fighting the Apache, Comanche, Kiowa, and other “hostile Indians.” In the 
southwest, the Army faced difficulties following the trails of raiders and locating their camps, 
so they sought to incorporate expert scouts, and Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles seemed 
fitting for this task (Porter 1971, 470).  
In 1870 Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole leader John Kibbitts accepted an invitation 
from Colonel Jacob De Gress, the commander at Fort Duncan, to discuss the possibilities to 
return to the United States. Kibbitts’ objective was for Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to 
spend some time as scouts in Fort Duncan to then move to Seminole Nation, where Blacks 
were incorporated into the group as full citizens (Mulroy 1993b, 111) after the signature of the 
Treaty of Peace between the United States and the Seminoles in 1866.114 If there ever were a 
written document with a treaty establishing that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles would 
receive land in exchange for military service in Texas, it would have been when Kibbitts was 
negotiating removal.  
 When the U.S. Army recruited Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Texas, officers 
named them Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, a label carefully crafted for enlistment. In 1866 
Congress approved a law authorizing the Army to enlist one thousand Indians as scouts. 
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Although Black troops existed, there were no specific provisions for Blacks recruited as scouts. 
When Captain Frank Perry, the successor to De Gress, was assigned to receive Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Fort Duncan, he stated that “the Seminole Indians whom I am 
directed to receive from Mexico turned out to be Negroes” (cited in Swanson 2003, 134). 
Perry’s surprise translated into an adjustment to enlist Black people as scouts. They were 
labeled Indian – they were Indianized – so they could qualify (Mulroy 1993b, 113; Swanson 
2003, 134). The letters exchanged between Army officers at the start of the negotiations for 
removal refer to them as Seminole Negro, but once the possibility of scouting was open, their 
names started appearing as Seminole (Negro) Indians.115 What made them Indian, according to 
Kenneth W. Porter, were their skills for trailing, hunting, and fighting, which were necessary 
for scouting (1952, 358). In other words, through Indianness, they could return to the United 
States and become honorable soldiers (see chapter 3). However, what kept them Black in 
practice was their segregation from living and the everyday spaces used by Whites.  
 When Kibbitts sought return with his people to the Seminole Nation, Interior 
Department Agents refused, arguing that they had no authority to use funds for their 
relocation and that because they were descendants of the enslaved – Black – their affairs 
belonged to the jurisdiction of the Freedman’s Bureau (Leiker 2010, 33). When it was about 
using their skills for combating Comanche and Apache raids, Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles were Indian, but when it came to granting them rights and resources, they became 
Black. Their Mexicanness also played a part when the Indian Office declared that they could 
not enroll in the Seminole Nation because they were in Mexico when the rolls closed in 1866 
and when the United States abolished slavery (Porter 1952, 367). Under this logic, 
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Mexicanness denied their Indianness and Blackness, as became evident when Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs John DeWitt Clinton Atkins declared that because they had citizenship in 
Mexico, they were “in no sense freedmen,” and as Mexican, they were ineligible for any 
support.116 However, their language skills were an asset because they could speak “Mexican,” 
the local language of the borderland which mixed Spanish and English; in this case, their 
Mexican skills were desirable (Mulroy 1993b, 115).  
 In his discussion about racial borders and Black soldiers along the Mexico-United 
States border, James N. Leiker describes Black Seminoles as the example of “the Rio Grande’s 
preracialized and prenationalized culture” (2010, 23). In his view, they relied on the racial 
permeability in the nineteenth-century borderland by casting themselves as Indian or Black in 
different circumstances and for maintaining cultural autonomy. Leiker may be right in terms of 
the fluidity of racial borders in the nineteenth-century borderlands and the strategic use of such 
fluidity by Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles. However, as Hall (1996) argues, these are never 
one-sided processes, and in this case, the U.S. Army also made strategic use of racialization to 
fulfill specific needs, just as the Mexican authorities accommodated racial categories to admit 
Blacks as settlers (see chapter 2). However, strategy is not the only component of identification; 
in the process, subjectivities were being created. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have 
appropriated and resignified some of what once were external names and categories, although 
always in dialogue and tension – in articulation – with racialization from above.  
It is not entirely clear how the transition from the category Seminole Negro to Black 
Seminoles developed in the United States. By the 1970s scholar Daniel F. Littlefield Jr. (1977) 
was already writing about “Seminole Blacks,” most probably in response to the broader shift of 
categories – from Negro to Black – that developed with the Civil Rights Movement, and more 
                                                 




concretely, the Black Power movement in the 1960s (Bennett Jr. 1967; Martin 1991; T. W. 
Smith 1992).117 Whether Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles adopted the term Black before or 
after scholars is an open question, but most likely the name Black Seminoles derived from 
dialogue and mutual influence among the members of the group, scholars, and the broader 
social movements.118  
 In Brackettville and FCS, people know Black Seminoles as Seminoles, without the racial 
marker, and even one of their main celebrations, Seminole Days, is devoid of the word Black. 
What this means is that the name and its racial implications are contested. As I witnessed on 
various occasions, some Black Seminoles feel uneasy with the word Black, and more concretely 
with the word Negro that is still present, for example, in the banner of SISCA, which reads 
“Seminole Negro Indian Scout Association.” When the FCHS made some shirts and caps to sell 
during Seminole Days in 2015, for instance, there was debate among SISCA members about 
whether to keep or eliminate the word Negro. It seemed offensive to some members (as 
opposed to the word Black). Others embrace Indianness much more than Blackness, which is 
highly stigmatized everywhere in the United States, but especially in places like South Texas.  
The internal tensions about the words Negro and Black articulate with the color-blind 
ideas that pervade Brackettville and FCS and which minimize racism by affirming things like 
racial discrimination being unrelated to people’s life chances and by emphasizing meritocracy 
(Bonilla-Silva 2006). People in the region often avoid talking about slavery and racial 
segregation, and when they do, they narrate them as problems of the past. As a contributor to 
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the Kinney County Post, for example, I often wrote about Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, 
race relations, and immigration. A few times the newspaper censored my articles for touching 
on race-related issues. Other times, the editor informed me of complaints because my writing 
was “too liberal,” but also for “only writing about Blacks.” As reported to me once, a man felt 
offended by my writings about race because his family “never owned slaves.” Other – White – 
people would often say to me that they did not see color, that they were friends with Blacks, 
that they “helped” Seminoles, that Blacks are in economic disadvantage because they do not 
work hard enough, or that some are “socially resented people.” These expressions reflect the 
often-unconscious attempts to present racial segregation as contained in the past and to divert 
attention from present forms of racism.  
Informed by the conservative and racist environment in the region, many Black 
Seminoles prefer not to see the words Negro and Black attached to their name. Others insist on 
keeping them as forms of countering historical erasures and as statements of pride for being 
Black.  
The reluctance to be called Black relates with Jim Crow segregation and other forms of 
racism. In her work about the Cherokee, Laura L. Lovett (2002) argues that claiming 
Indianness instead of Blackness served as an attempt to thwart the effects of racial 
discrimination, something that often developed in family historical narratives which 
romanticized Indian ancestry. Nancy Shoemaker (1997) makes a similar argument in her 
discussion about how Indians defined themselves as Red to distinguish themselves from Blacks. 
In other cases, racism drove groups like Lumbees, Pamunkeys, and Monacans to disassociate 




In the narrative of many Black Seminoles who experienced segregation in Texas, it is 
common to hear that they did not live it as a painful or angering experience, as Ethel Warrior 
declared in an interview with Shirley Boteler Mock:  
In Brackettville we had Spanish living next door, and white living across the street.… 
another one over here. And everybody knew everybody. The children played 
together…. The only thing, we had to go upstairs at the movies…. And we went to 
separate schools (cited in Mock 2010, 152).119  
 
However, we need to examine these narratives carefully, not to question what people 
remember, but to inquire how they make sense of their experiences and cope with the violence 
of the past, as Victoria Sanford (2009) proposes in her work about Guatemala and the 
anthropology of genocide.  
In her work about Mexican segregation in La Feria, South Texas, Jennifer Nájera 
argues that many families did not experience overt discrimination “precisely because they had 
lived in such a segregated world” (2015, 36). A question of this nature can be raised for 
Brackettville when paying attention to the subtler experiences of discrimination, and which 
become more visible when people remember school integration in the 1960s.  
On several occasions, Francisca, a Black Seminole woman, referred to how 
discrimination related to language. Black Seminoles spoke either Spanish or Afro-Seminole 
when schools integrated. Francisca studied at the Carver School, learned Afro-Seminole at 
home and used it as her daily form of communication. However, she remembers that when 
school integrated, teachers always told her that she was speaking “broken English” and that it 
was not a proper language: “I was embarrassed. I didn’t know what I spoke. Then other kids 
didn’t understand me.” Afro-Seminole language was stigmatized, and for people like Francisca 
this was a painful experience, worst of all because she could not understand the politics behind, 
                                                 




and she simply felt there was something wrong with her. The effects were not just at the 
individual and emotional level. It took a toll on community identification, as recalled by Charles 
Emily Wilson: “nobody wanted to be Seminole […]. We talked funny – that Afro-Seminole – 
broken language” (cited in Mock 2010, 149). In Francisca’s experience, her language only 
became a problem when school integrated and when other kids could not understand her. 
Using Nájera’s argument, she was only able to feel discriminated against once she left her Black 
Seminole segregated world and entered the Brackettville world.  
Language stigmatization, along with lived experiences of segregation as Blacks and as 
Mexicans, made individuals and families reluctant to embrace the Black Seminole identity, a 
process that intensified after integration. In an interview by B. Ann Rodgers on August 31, 
1992, Charles Emily Wilson affirmed that school integration in the 1960s led to outside 
economic opportunity and increased migration of Black Seminoles to other places in the United 
States: “they wanted to go to California. Integration [made] it easier to move away” (cited in 
Rodgers and Schott 1997, 595). Like many African Americans, Black Seminoles saw the 
advantage of moving to urban areas in the Northeast, Midwest, and West, and many families 
chose California as their new home. With migration, many Black Seminoles lost connection 
with their group and began to identify more with African Americans or Hispanics.  
Re-articulation with Black Seminole identity was possible in the 1970s with the 
strengthening of SISCA, the remodeling of the Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery, and the 
growth of their two annual festivities in Brackettville, Juneteenth and Seminole Days (see 
chapter 3). Although Black Seminoles in Brackettville do not deny Blackness, many people 
privilege Indianness, but as I have shown in this section, this identification emerged from the 
articulation of processes of self-ascription and broader politics of race, namely nineteenth-




color-blindness. In chapter 5 I will argue that since 2013 Indianness has taken on a new 
meaning that articulates with tribal recognition in the United States.  
 
Articulations of Migration 
As I discussed in chapter 2, when “Seminole Negroes” crossed the Mexico-United States border 
in 1850, Mexican authorities renamed them “Negros Mascogos.” The name “Negros Mascogos” 
indexes Blackness as much as Indianness, since the word Mascogo might have derived from the 
Muskogee language spoken by some Creek bands (Porter 1951, 1). Although sometimes official 
documents refer to them as “Indian,” the vast majority of negotiations of their settlement as 
part of colonias militares label them as Black and resistance to their settlement as reflected in 
newspapers at the time express the preoccupations of incorporating Black people into the 
emerging nation. 
If in the nineteenth century Mexican authorities were concerned about whitening the 
nation through European immigration, in the twentieth century the project of mestizaje became 
strong, especially since the 1920s post-revolutionary period (Knight 1990; Stern 2003). Named 
“mestizophilia” or the cult of the mestizo by Agustín Basave (2011), the project of mestizaje 
forged the idea of a unified “Mexican race” to define the national subject: the mestizo, the 
resulting mixture of the best qualities of Indians and Europeans. Claudio Lomnitz (2011) 
reminds us that mestizaje was not solely a project from the state. Other factors contributed to 
the consolidation of the racialization of the Mexican nation, like economic development – the 
railroad system, mining, textiles, petroleum, and agriculture – and the interconnected 
migration of workers. According to Lomnitz, the relationship with the United States, especially 
in the north, also played a part. The international border increasingly separated both countries 




from another. According to the author, mestizaje could only become hegemonic because of the 
combination between the state’s attempt to create a national subject and the lived experience, 
mostly shaped at the border, which racialized identities.  
 Although ideologues of mestizaje like José Vasconcelos acknowledged that Blackness 
was part of the mixing, Blacks represented a small part of the population, and elites saw them 
as inferior (1997, 72). The emphasis of mestizaje was on Indians and Europeans. National 
statistics and particularly the first national census of 1895, classified the population as 
European, Indian and Mestizo (using language as the central variable to define Indians), and 
erased Blackness from the national formula (Saldívar and Walsh 2014). In the nineteenth 
century, Mexican elites saw Black immigration as useful, and various colonization projects took 
place. However, in the twentieth century, the perspective changed and since 1927 Mexico 
forbade Black immigration, in great measure to avoid “racial degeneration” (Vinson III and 
Vaughn 2004, 41–42).120 In the process, Blacks became like foreigners and disappeared from the 
racial formula of the nation (Cunin 2017; Navarrete 2016; Saade Granados 2009, 273–325; Sue 
2013). Anthropologist Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán (1944, 1970, 1958) brought the question of 
slavery and the “African presence” into the academic and public lens in the 1940s, although his 
work became more recognized in the 1970s.121 Informed by the work of Melville Herskovits 
(1990), Aguirre Beltrán showed the biological and cultural contributions of Black people in 
Mexico, while embracing the ideas of acculturation embedded in the mestizophilic thinking of 
the time. This becomes apparent in his use of the term “afromestizo” that highlights African 
roots without losing the idea of mestizaje (Díaz Casas and Velázquez 2017, 230). Aguirre 
                                                 
120 Along with Syrians, Lebanese, Armenian, Palestinians, Arabs, Turks, Chinese, and people from the West 
Indies.  
121 For the intellectual history of “Afro-Mexican” studies see Díaz Casas and Velázquez (2017), Hoffmann (2006), 




Beltrán’s work ultimately led to the creation of the state-sponsored program Nuestra Tercera 
Raíz (our third root) in the 1980s which sought to recognize the contribution of populations “of 
African origin” to national culture, understood as dancing, music, food, and literature 
(Hoffmann 2006, 116; Martínez Montiel 1994).  
 In chapter 5 I will discuss how Negros Mascogos have been affected by the erasure of 
Blackness that prevails until today in the Mexican national imagination. Their perceived 
foreignness was intensified by the fact that they were more recent migrants compared to the 
high number of enslaved people who were taken to central and southern Mexico in the colonial 
era (Aguirre Beltrán 1944, 1970; Bennett 2005, 2009; Vinson III and Restall 2009).122 Despite 
mestizaje and all the tensions with Blackness in Mexico, Negros Mascogos have kept the name 
authorities gave them in the nineteenth century.  
Most people in El Nacimiento de los Negros say that they are not Indian but Black. A 
man raised between Del Rio and El Nacimiento de los Negros and currently living in San 
Antonio told me during an interview that “in Nacimiento, they have lost their Indian ways, 
long time ago.” Like Indianness in the United States, identification with Blackness in Mexico 
has historical roots. On the one hand, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles construct their 
identification in relation to freedom, and as discussed in chapter 2, El Nacimiento de los Negros 
is the socio-spatial representation of such freedom, which reconnects them with marronage and 
Blackness. On the other hand, their Blackness in nineteenth-century Mexico contributed to 
their classification as civilized (albeit not entirely) because of their insertion in the country as 
Black military colonists. As opposed to other cases within Latin America where Blacks have 
had to Indianize themselves to defend their land, Negros Mascogos gained land and autonomy 
                                                 
122 See Cunin (2017) for a discussion of Black immigrants and ideas of foreignness in Mexico’s southern border. 
According to Herman L. Bennett, when the Portuguese slave trade to Spanish America ended in 1640, colonial 
Mexico had the second largest population of enslaved Africans in the continent and the largest number of free 




through Blackness, and contrary to Indianness, Blackness is what secures access to rights and 
protection of their self-determination, as discussed in chapter 3 (Anderson 2007; Hooker 2005; 
Ng’weno 2007b; Restrepo 2013).  
Names and racialization are not fixed, and although it is early to know, we may be 
witnessing a transformation in Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ racialization from below. 
On the one hand, in El Nacimiento de los Negros people may be slowly beginning to embrace 
Indianness. In 2016 I found people like Andrés who affirmed that they were an ethnic group, 
embracing the categories used by the authorities of the government of Coahuila to define them 
as Indigenous. Some people who frequently cross the border and have entered into 
conversation with the different systems of racialization at the local and national level, have 
begun to affirm that they are Black as much as they are Indian.123 This became evident at the 
entrance of El Nacimiento de los Negros. Some years ago a man put a big stone that used to 
read “El Nacimiento Tribu Negros Mascogos,” and in 2016 he added, “& Seminol’s” (Figure 
17). He did this at a time when his son and daughter in Texas were getting involved with 
SISCA while learning their history and the way people in Brackettville embrace Indianness. It 
also became visible during El Día de los Negros that year, when some people incorporated the 
U.S. flag and the word Seminole in their parade cars (Figure 19) or wore caps with the Mexican 
flag and the word “Black Seminole” (Figure 18). On the other hand, Comisión Nacional Para el 
Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas (CDI), the institution in charge of Indigenous affairs in 
Mexico, does not recognize Negros Mascogos as an ethnic group at the federal level, even 
though the state of Coahuila does. However, in 2012 representatives of CDI issued a certificate 
that names them “afrodescendientes” (Afrodescendants), after which some people have embraced 
                                                 
123 Although some Black Seminoles expressed their desire to get DNA tests to learn about their ancestry, nobody 
told me that they had done it. What is common on the U.S. side of the border is tracing lineage and using online 




the term, especially young women involved in events organized by the municipal government, 
activist organizations, and scholars (see chapter 5).  
 
 
Figure 17. Stone at the entrance of El Nacimiento de los Negros. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 





Figure 19. Parade on El Día de los Negros. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 
The fact that Negros Mascogos have kept their nineteenth-century name does not mean 
that there have not been conflicts and negotiations around their racialization. The fluidity of 
categories can be better observed when paying attention to one of the main problems Negro 
Mascogo migrants have: the lack of documents to be legible as authorized migrants. For 
Negros Mascogos born and raised in Mexico, Blackness articulates with migration, or rather, 
migration – which results from the need of jobs and income, that is, class – is lived through the 
modality of race, to paraphrase Stuart Hall (1986, 341). To understand the complexities of 
migration and the ways they articulate with Blackness, it is necessary to open a parenthesis to 
examine Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ naming practices because they have had effects on 








Naming practices  
In 1891 a local census in Mexico registered the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole men (children 
included) who benefitted from the land grant of El Nacimiento de los Negros. The census 
provides regular statistical data, but what is different is that it has a column for two names: one 
in Spanish and another in English.124 Figure 20 shows the columns of the census data: name in 
Spanish, name in English, age, marital status, knows how to read, knows Spanish, place of 
residence, place of birth, has goods or property, religion, and profession.  
 
 
Figure 20. 1891 Census of El Nacimiento de los Negros, SRE. 
  
When they crossed the Mexico-United States border in 1850, the “Seminole Negroes” 
became “Negros Mascogos.” Individual and family names also changed, sometimes through a 
translation from English to Spanish but in most cases, the names in Spanish were unrelated to 
the ones in English. For example, Wild Cat and John Horse’s names translated as Gato del 
Monte and Juan Caballo. However, as Figure 20 shows, Pompey Factor became Rafael Aldape 
González. Other parts of the census show that Robb Daniel became Guillermo Sánchez and 
numerous other changes. It is not clear how and when exactly family names changed, but it is 
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likely that the process started when the government of Coahuila issued an order in 1853 to 
baptize (under the Catholic Church) newborn Negros Mascogos to facilitate counting the 
population.125 Under the 1861 Civil Registry Law, priests had to use Catholic names for 
newborn children (Savage Carmona 2015). This would explain the change of children’s names, 
but not of adults, especially since they were not required to baptize. According to Negro 
Mascogo oral history, their names changed to Spanish to facilitate the pronunciation for 
authorities and to legitimize them as Mexican citizens.126  
Up until today, many people have two different names, one used in Coahuila and 
another one in Texas: Phillip Gordon is Felipe Flores, Enrique Durán is Henry Fay, and before 
he died in 2017, Ricardo González was Richard Factor. Felipe Flores/Phillip Gordon told me 
during an interview that this often became a confusing matter for him when he was a kid, not 
only in terms of his name but also in terms of his identity:  
It’s always been hard for me to even answer simple questions like “What are you?” 
Well, that’s a complicated question. You know? “Where are you from?” Well, that’s 
complicated as well. […] I grew up in Del Rio, Texas […] so living in Del Rio, you 
know, at school age, on the weekends I would go to Nacimiento and back to Del Rio. So, 
I grew up on both sides. […] If they [family] were born in this side, in the United 
States, Gordon, if they were born in Nacimiento, Flores. Imagine me as a kid, and it’s 
like hey, ¿cómo te llamas? (hey, what is your name?). Ah, mh, well, I don’t know what to 
say. Is it Phillip Gordon, or is it Felipe Flores, I don’t know, you know? And for a long 
time, it was just; I don’t know, you know? But that’s how that goes, so I have a few 
uncles, and they were born Flores, and a few of them were born Gordon. […] From 
what I’m gathering, even in the birth records of my great-grandfather, cause my 
grandfather Santiago was born in Nacimiento too, but his father, the Seminole Scout, he 
was actually born, I wanna say it’s Georgia that I traced it to, so, and he was hardly a 
Gordon, so that leaves me… his name was also Santiago in Spanish, but he’s listed as 
Isaac Gordon, Sergeant Isaac Gordon.  
 
                                                 
125 Notice by Juan N. González, October 7, 1853, WA MSS S-1482, Box 9, Folder 98, LAGCM. Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles were Baptist but as they mixed more with mexicanos they became increasingly 
Catholic. Since the 1990s, however, the Evangelical church has attracted many followers.  





Nearly every Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole in Coahuila and Texas has a “basket 
name,” that is, a nickname often given at birth, and which reflects the conditions at the time of 
birth or personal attributes (Adams 2013; R. B. Bateman 2002).127 For example, “Rafaela goes 
by Effie (A’fi), a name used to salute a female born on Friday or A’fe meaning companion” 
(Mock 2010, 225), and people know Sterling as Smiley because of his big and constant smile.128 
The use of basket names is so widespread that in many cases the first and last names of 
individuals are unknown to members of the group and even to their relatives. This became 
evident to me when I was trying to situate myself in Brackettville and El Nacimiento de los 
Negros and was attempting to locate where people lived. In both places, people would give me 
directions that never included street names, and would instead refer to places meaningful to 
them, often even using names that no longer exist. For instance, a common point of reference in 
Brackettville was “Super S,” a grocery store that is no longer named that way, something only a 
local would know. When talking to Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, people would give me 
their legal name, either in Spanish or in English, but when I asked others about that same 
person, they would claim that they did not know them. Only after describing many 
characteristics about the person, they would respond, “ah!” and then they would give me their 
basket name. Map 3 shows this process. When I had just arrived in El Nacimiento de los 
Negros, I asked a man to help me locate where people lived and to identify a list of people that 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in Texas recommended I talk to. While the map was clear 
in the distribution of households in El Nacimiento de los Negros, it took me weeks to make the 
connections between the names I knew, and the basket names represented in the map.  
                                                 
127 Basket names originated in times of slavery, when people sought ways to keep a name different from the one 
assigned by their masters and to retain elements from their cultures in the African continent (Mock 2010, 224). 
Afia (A’fi), for example, is a West African name. 




Any outsider would undoubtedly be confused by the three different names people have: 
one in English, one in Spanish, and a basket name. Perhaps that is the point. According to 
Scott, Tehranian, and Mathias (2002), hereditary surnames are modern inventions which 
connect to the expansion of state control over individuals and the development of legal systems 
and property regimes. Names allow for the identification of citizens and the gathering of 
statistics, like the 1891 census. In contrast, local customary naming practices, like basket 
names, are forms of legibility within communities, which become illegible not only to state 
officials but also to researchers and outsiders in general. They encode and protect local 
knowledge, and they protect people from authorities and agents of the state, like tax collectors, 
surveyors, inspectors, or the police.  
 
Map 3. Basket names in El Nacimiento de los Negros. Drawn by Juan Manuel “Juama” Torralba. 
  
 Enrique Durán/Henry Fay and Ricardo “Chito” González/Richard Factor explained to 
me that their names became very handy when crossing the border. Before the September 11, 
2001 attacks in New York City, the Mexico-United States border was much less militarized, 




“American citizen,” and giving their English name. Even those people who were not U.S. 
citizens could do it because just by speaking English they would avoid scrutiny of their 
documents.  
 However, just as having two names helped some Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to 
be legible – with documents – to both states, their naming practices have also caused people 
many problems in the negotiation with both Mexico and the United States in terms of their 
citizenship status. In chapter 3 I described a call from an immigration lawyer from Texas who 
was trying to help two Negro Mascogo migrants with their undocumented status. A closer 
look into the family of one of the persons at risk of deportation will shed light on some of these 
problems. I will call him Mateo and will name his family Navarro/Dale. 
Mateo was living in San Antonio at the time of the lawyer’s call, but he was born in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros. Like most Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole families, Mateo’s family 
is spatially fragmented along the Coahuila-Texas borderland. His mother, some of his brothers, 
and his niece live in a household in El Nacimiento de los Negros, but other members of his 
family, like his niece’s mother, live in San Antonio. Unlike Mateo, some members of his family 
in Texas are U.S. citizens or green card holders and can legally cross the border. His niece’s 
mother, for example, continually visits her daughter, who is under her grandmother’s care in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and brings her U.S.-born daughter with her.  
Mateo’s mother is mexicana, but she moved to the town when she married a Negro 
Mascogo and stayed there after her husband’s passing. Mateo’s father was born in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and was the son of a man known as Pedro Navarro in Coahuila and 
as Matthew Dale in Texas. According to the immigration lawyer, it is possible to change 
Mateo’s immigration status if he finds proof that Pedro Navarro/Matthew Dale was born in 




registered under the Dale last name in Texas, while Mateo is registered as Navarro. Even if he 
could find his grandfather’s birth certificate, he would need to prove that Matthew Dale and 
Pedro Navarro were the same person and that Mateo was his grandson even though his last 
name is not Dale.  
The family has not found Pedro Navarro/Matthew Dale’s birth registry. If he was ever 
registered in Brackettville, his records might have gotten lost when the courthouse caught fire 
in the 1950s. I have not found any journalistic or official document which can confirm this fire, 
partly because people cannot recall the specific date. However, the fact that I heard this story 
several times and by many different people makes me think that the fire did happen and that it 
is plausible to consider that Pedro Navarro/Matthew Dale’s birth registry got lost there. A 
Black Seminole young woman, for example, told me that her “grandma actually lost her birth 
certificate in that fire” and she mentioned that she knows other people that might have also lost 
documents. Representatives of SISCA have tried to find documents related to the cemetery 
deeds and workers at the courthouse have told them that the papers probably got lost during 
the fire. Like the lost treaty I discussed in chapter 3, this is one of the numerous stories of lost 
documents that help people rationalize the difficulties they face individually and collectively.  
Mateo’s relatives do have a notarized document from 1983 where a woman born in 1905 
testified the following:  
I wish to state that I was well and personally aquainted [sic] with Matthew Dale, who 
was born in Brackettville, Kinney County, Texas. The said Matthew Dale was also 
known as Pedro or Peter Navarro. The said Matthew Dale and I grew up together in 
Brackettville, Texas, and I knew his family well. My father […], and the father of the 
said Matthew Dale were soldiers and worked as Indian scouts, as did the grandfather of 
the said Matthew Dale […]. The said Matthew Dale would frequently go to El 
Nacimiento, Mexico […] I know that in Mexico, the said Matthew Dale was known as 
Pedro Navarro because in Mexico they would always give you a Spanish name.129 
                                                 
129 Official document issued in Val Verde County Texas in April 10, 1983. Personal archive of the Navarro family. 




These fragments of the document reveal that the change of names was common when crossing 
the border and indicate that Matthew Dale and Pedro Navarro were the same person. They 
also specify that he was born in Brackettville sometime around 1905 and that he grew up there 
but never lost contact with people in El Nacimiento de los Negros, where some of his children 
were born, including Mateo’s father. A document from 1938 shows that Pedro Navarro held 
office in the Comisariado Ejidal when Lázaro Cárdenas granted them the ejido land of Las 
Estacas.130 If Pedro Navarro held office, as the document indicates, then this means that his 
visits to El Nacimiento de los Negros were not brief. He probably kept two homes, one in 
Texas and another in Coahuila, as many of his relatives still do.  
In her testimony, the woman also affirms that her father and Pedro Navarro/Matthew 
Dale’s father were soldiers in Texas and worked as Indian Scouts, that is, as members of the 
Seminole Negro Indian Scouts detachment, who served in Fort Duncan (1870-1872) and Fort 
Clark (1872-1914). Because Pedro Navarro/Matthew Dale was a soldier, Mateo’s family 
believes that they are entitled to U.S. citizenship. However, this document is not enough legal 
proof to protect Mateo from deportation.  
Up until the moment of this writing the families have not been able to document a clear 
kinship line that serves the two Negro Mascogo migrants to change their legal status in the 
United States. Negro Mascogo families know that their ancestors came from the United States, 
and they have quotidian relationships that bridge the otherwise divided spaces of Texas and 
Coahuila. However, in the eyes of the state – through its immigration laws, policies, 
institutions, and representatives – their knowledge, experience, relations, and oral history are 
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not enough evidence to grant legal status; they need papers – and naming practices – that are 
legible to the state.  
 
The Black visa 
Rodolfo pulled a newspaper clip from his box of documents and insistently asked me to take a 
picture of it. It was an article published on February 14, 1997, in a local newspaper called 
Zócalo, with a picture of a group of Negros Mascogos and the title “Mascogos de Múzquiz 
Participarán en Intercambio Cultural en Louisiana” (Mascogos from Múzquiz will participate in 
a cultural exchange in Louisiana). He was proud to be in the picture and started talking about 
his trip to Louisiana. This trip was exciting and memorable for the twenty people who went to 
perform Capeyuye singing in the United States. Many had never left Coahuila, and they 
discovered “a world of high bridges on top of vast amounts of water,” as two older women 
described it to me. The trip to Louisiana marked a moment of transition in Negros Mascogos’ 
racialization in El Nacimiento de los Negros.  
 People remember when everybody spoke English – and more specifically Afro-Seminole 
– in El Nacimiento de los Negros. As Homero told ethnomusicologist Alejandro Madrid during 
an interview, “all the negritos puros [pure blacks] spoke English. But I didn’t learn it because 
my father never taught me” (cited in Madrid 2011, 177). People lament that Afro-Seminole got 
lost, leaving its only trace in Capeyuye singing and in the minds of the few elders that still 
understand it but do not speak it any longer. The loss of language contributed to the 
transformation of Negros Mascogos’ identification. The more Negros Mascogos intermarried 
with mexicanos, the more people identified with Mexicanness instead of Blackness. 
 The economic and migratory conditions contributed to the shift in Negros Mascogos’ 




production which was reinforced in the 1950s with the national economic model of import 
substitution. The increase of national production required more workers, and infrastructure to 
connect regions and towns. Formerly isolated places integrated more to the national economy, 
and many peasants migrated from rural to urban areas to work for wages. Coal mining and 
foundries, along with migration to the United States, became alternatives for border dwellers, 
especially in times of drought (Santoscoy et al. 2000, 291–312).131 Before these migrations, for 
example, El Nacimiento de los Negros had a theater, a jail, a grocery store, a butcher shop, and 
saloons which were abandoned by 1965. The emptying of the town came with increasing 
intermarriage and identification with Mexicanness. By the same year, half of the adults 
classified themselves as negro, and the other half as mexicano, 40 percent of whom were born in 
El Nacimiento de los Negros and saw themselves as members with full rights.132 Resulting 
from these processes, in the 1990s, when Rodolfo went on his trip to Louisiana, many people 
“no longer recognized themselves as negros” (Madrid 2011, 176).  
 Hearing about “the Blacks of El Nacimiento de los Negros,” in the mid-1990s some 
missionaries from the United States visited the Evangelical Church in the town. They learned 
about the history of Negros Mascogos and their living conditions, and they undertook to help 
them get immigration documents to cross to the United States to visit their relatives and find 
better jobs. Shortly after, they returned and offered some members of the Church a temporary 
visa to travel to Louisiana.  
 A parenthesis is necessary here since there tends to be confusion about the religious 
practices in El Nacimiento de los Negros. Negros Mascogos used to be Baptist, but after their 
arrival in Mexico many converted to Catholicism, and with time they abandoned the Baptist 
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Church. In the 1990s the Evangelical Church slowly began attracting people, and today it is, 
along with Catholicism, the main religion. Many people in El Nacimiento de los Negros label 
the Evangelical Church as the church of negritas because older women, one of whom is the last 
negra limpia, go there and because it is through this Church that people continue singing 
Capeyuye. Many Black Seminoles in Texas continue to attend the Baptist Church.  
 Dolores, who is very involved in the Evangelical Church, was among the people who 
traveled to Louisiana, and she remembers clearly how Pastor Pedro and his wife Linda made 
everything work out:  
We were about 17 men, children, and women. She [Linda] took us to Rosita and we did 
the first process in Rosita. There was the Mexican consul; I think it’s called, those who 
give you the first visa. Then she took us to Torreón or Monterrey, somewhere there, I 
don’t know. What I want to tell you is that those people did a lot because everywhere 
we went, everything was prepared […]. When we arrived with the consul, they had 
already prepared everything. They had told them, I think, that there were no work 
papers or anything here because people are peasants […]. And believe me, that time 
when they took this group of 17 people, some people who were advanced in the line got 
uncomfortable because there was an order to let Negros Mascogos pass. We passed, and 
they gave us the seal [the visa]. That time they only gave us the seal and permit for 
about 20 days. We went there to the United States; they took us to Louisiana. We 
crossed the bridge, they saw all and let us pass, and we were there for a few days, 20 
days, then we came back. 
 
According to the report in the newspaper clipping that Rodolfo shared with me, Louisiana 
Senator Sharon Weston sent letters to Javier Sáenz Menchaca, representative of foreign affairs 
in Nueva Rosita, Coahuila, to invite members of the “Mascogo Tribe” and to facilitate the 
paperwork for their visas. The objective of the annual event they were attending was to 
promote cultural exchange between members of the African diaspora. The invitation to the 
event and the visa, in other words, were possible because of their Blackness; the visa Roberta 
showed me has a legend specifying that it was for Negros Mascogos.  
 Between seventeen and twenty Negros Mascogos went to Louisiana in 1997 and under 




singing. The event did not end there. The trip to Louisiana was the first step of a process of 
negotiation to get a ten-year tourist visa for Negros Mascogos. “They had said, father Pedro 
and Linda, that they only wanted people of color to enter […], but the problem is that here 
everybody is now married with mexicanas and mexicanos [who are not considered people of 
color in Mexico].” According to Dolores and other Negros Mascogos that still remember the 
process, the visa triggered a set of problems and negotiations that related to the ways people 
self-identified, and how the community as a whole racialized as Black. “Zulema Vázquez 
expresses that all of a sudden everybody wanted to be a Mascogo and that many in the colony 
wanted to learn capeyuye songs” (Madrid 2011, 183) at a time when the tradition had lost 
strength, and people identified less with Blackness and more with Mexicanness. The possibility 
of a visa, during a time of drought and economic struggle at the end of the 1990s, turned into a 
moment of revival and Blackness opened the possibility to migrate.  
 Because Pedro and Linda negotiated the visa for the “Mascogo tribe,” in order to qualify 
people had to prove that they were recognized members of the community and that they were, 
in fact, negros and eligible for a visa. For this, the comisariado ejidal of El Nacimiento de los 
Negros issued letters confirming individuals and families as members of the community. With 
the letter and birth certificates, they first proved their Mexican citizenship and obtained 
passports. Then “the process to obtain American visas started with the understanding that 
immigration officers in Del Rio, Texas, would grant them only to those who could prove they 
were descendants of the Black Seminole scouts that had fought for the U.S. Army during the 
Indian Wars of the late nineteenth century” (Madrid 2011, 183). The proof they used were the 
letters the comisariado ejidal issued. With the financial support from the municipal president of 
Múzquiz, buses drove people to Laredo and Monterrey to do their paperwork, and a high 




remember, the process soon got out of hand. Families called their relatives, and some even 
returned from Texas to change their undocumented status. All of a sudden, people who had not 
embraced their Blackness were reclaiming it, and many mexicanos ended up benefitting from it, 
without – some Negros Mascogos claim – having the right to do so: 
The problem is that here everybody is now married to mexicanas and mexicanos, so they 
had to enter as well, right? […] Look! I mean, many people came from Múzquiz, 
families that had moved to Múzquiz, Rosita, Piedras Negras. Just because they had been 
born here, there was much movement, and there they were, Pedro and Linda because 
many people were entering […], many people who were coming from outside.  
 
Although the visa was for visiting the United States and did not authorize Negros 
Mascogos to work in Texas, most people used it to find jobs in Del Rio, San Antonio, Austin, 
and surrounding areas. The permit expired in 2010, and while some people could do the 
paperwork to renew it, others were afraid that it would not be possible and overstayed their 
visas in Texas, becoming undocumented. Anticipating the expiration of the visa, since 2008 
some Negros Mascogos sought options to negotiate a collective visa as they had done years 
before with the help of Pedro and Linda.  
In 2008 Barack Obama was elected President of the United States, and Negros 
Mascogos saw this as an opportunity. If a visa was once possible for being Black, maybe it 
could happen again. Right after the U.S. election, the newspaper Zócalo released a note where 
Arturo Vázquez Villalobos, then comisariado ejidal, declared that he and other Negros Mascogos 
saw in Barack Obama the hope that he would recognize their U.S. origins because, like them, 
Obama was Black:  
African Americans, residents of the municipality of Múzquiz, are hopeful that when the 
new president of the United States, Barack Obama, enters office, their American origins, 
which have been denied for so long by the government of that country, will finally be 
recognized. Their hope is based on the fact that the leader of the most powerful country 
in the world is also African American. […] The African Americans have been fighting 
for many years for the recognition of their American citizenship, as Kickapoo Indians 




power, they hope that their rights will finally be recognized, since if they left the United 
States when slavery was [not yet] abolished, it was only to save their lives (Delgado 
2008).  
 
This declaration came with the idea to write a petition to send to the U.S. president to 
recognize Negros Mascogos as U.S. citizens, but they never sent the letter. However, the fact 
that there was a conversation about this and a project to reach out to the U.S. president because 
of their shared Blackness speaks to an attempt to articulate the Negro Mascogo community to 
the broader African Diaspora and to establish a form of belonging that could facilitate their 
transnational citizenship.  
The articulation of the visa with Blackness is part of broader political and economic 
processes. The end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, when Pedro and Linda 
negotiated the visa, was notable for various reasons. First, the region was going through a very 
severe drought that lasted seven years and killed most animals, forcing families into wage jobs 
and migration. Second, the implementation of NAFTA in 1994 triggered waves of migration to 
the United States that now included populations that had not migrated before, such as 
Indigenous peoples (Bacon 2004; Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2004; Mize and Swords 2011). Third, 
although undocumented crossings of the Mexico-United States border were not easy, 
surveillance and border control increased significantly after the September 11, 2001 attacks in 
New York and risks of crossing the border augmented significantly for migrants. The ten-year 
visa was a relief for Negros Mascogos and a way out of dire conditions, but access to it 
necessitated a reconfiguration of the way they related to Blackness. This does not mean, 
however, that Blackness only became a tool for negotiation and a strategic and political 
racialization from below. As Dolores told me for the revival of the church that ultimately led to 
the visa, people already had it in them; they just needed to have the conditions to return. In 




 Racism exists in Mexico, and Negros Mascogos understand that race plays out in the 
way they relate with non-Black people (see Castellanos Guerrero 1991; Castellanos Guerrero 
and Sandoval Palacios 1998; Navarrete 2016). José, for example, proudly says “yo soy negro” (I 
am Black) and wants his U.S.-born grandson to learn where he comes from because “It doesn’t 
matter that he is [looks] White, he has Black blood.”133 However, he admits that his sister who 
lives in Ciudad Acuña in Coahuila avoids telling her daughters where they came from because 
she does not want people to bully them for being Black, even though their skin is light and they 
can pass as mestizo. He also remembers that his uncle married a woman from Monterrey, 
Mexico, and her family never accepted him because he was Black. 
While mestizaje was an attempt to acknowledge the racial diversity of the Mexican 
nation and is presented as neutral, in practice it has hidden exclusion and racism based on the 
assumed inferiority of Blacks and Indians and their necessary assimilation into the ideal and 
unmarked subject of the nation, which equates Mexicanness with mestizaje (Moreno Figueroa 
2011; Wade 2001).134 This becomes clear in quotidian practices and ideas that link class and 
race. For example, the common expression and belief of mejorar la raza (to improve the race), 
which manifests itself in the practice of marrying “up,” or marrying a person with lighter skin 
so the “race” can be improved (Saldívar 2014). It is the logic of mejorar la raza which explains 
why the family never accepted José’s uncle, especially because Monterrey is known for its 
“Whiteness.” 
Just as in the United States, racism plays out in the ways people embrace or deny 
Blackness and Indianness. These racializations sometimes become elements of pride, tools to 
                                                 
133 “No importa que esté blanco, tiene las gotas de sangre negra.”  
134 In their racial classifications, Negros Mascogos also equate mexicanos with mestizos. Although they see 
themselves as Mexican, with their classifications they demarcate their difference and signal the extent to which 




access betterment of lives or markers for discrimination. The strategic use of racialization is not 
only a means to achieve material ends, but also a mechanism to ease the effects of racism. What 
is vital in this case is that, despite racism, the possibility of a visa drove Negros Mascogos to 
claim Blackness  
 
The Indian alternative  
In August 2013, the officers of SISCA received a letter with the following request:  
I am writing on behalf of the Vasquez family from Nacimiento de los Negros, Mexico. 
The family states that here in the US they are known as “Wilson” and need to trace 
their roots so they can start immigration proceedings to be considered Native 
Americans. Can you help us in this endeavor? Or give us information on who might be 
able to assist us.135  
 
The ten-year visa expired in 2010, and many people found themselves in the condition 
of deportability as visa overstayers in Texas. As we saw with the Navarro/Dale family, people 
started looking for alternatives to change their immigration status, like tracing their roots to 
establish a connection with the former soldiers and to gain citizenship through rights of 
descent. Other families, like the Vasquez/Wilson the letter refers to, sought to trace those 
roots specifically through identification with Indianness. If Blackness did not serve to renew 
the visa, perhaps Indianness would.  
When I spoke with a member of the Vasquez/Wilson family in May 2015, they were 
living in Texas and still struggling with their unauthorized status. Emilia told me that they 
had spoken with immigration lawyers, conducted research – like many other Negro Mascogo 
migrants in the same situation in San Antonio, – and even written letters to Obama. Since they 
went to Texas with the ten-year visa in 2000, they thought he could help them renew it (this 
                                                 




was a separate process from the attempts made in El Nacimiento de los Negros to make a 
petition to Obama in 2008). Since nothing had been successful, they thought that recognition as 
Native American could be a way out of their immigration problem.  
The idea that Indianness could give them access to citizenship in the United States 
originated from the comparison with the Kickapoos, who have benefited from dual citizenship 
as a federally recognized transborder group.136 “Los indios tienen muchas ayudas de México y 
Estados Unidos” (the Indians get many provisions from the Mexican and U.S. governments), 
said Emilia, expressing that perhaps Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles could too if they were 
considered Native American.  
People in El Nacimiento de los Negros remember when the Kickapoo (los indios) were 
poor. According to Negros Mascogos, their living conditions changed drastically when they 
obtained dual citizenship and established a casino in Eagle Pass: the Lucky Eagle Casino 
(Mager Hois 2010). It was after this that many Negros Mascogos started working as day 
laborers for the Kickapoo and found themselves in a subordinate position.  
During the drought of the 1940s in northern Coahuila, the Kickapoo lost their crops and 
migrated to the United States to do agricultural work. They could migrate with the protection 
of a treaty signed in 1832 with the U.S. government which allowed them to cross the Mexico-
United States border without passports or visas. Until 1981, they squatted under the Eagle 
Pass-Piedras Negras international bridge, using the space as a hub in their travels between 
Coahuila and Texas, and living in very precarious conditions. A fire forced them to look for a 
legal territory to reside in Texas. To obtain land, they needed recognition as citizens and as a 
tribe in the United States. After a lot of negotiations, fundraisers, and with the help of 
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numerous individuals, churches, public figures, and institutions, in 1983 the U.S. government 
recognized the Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas as a sub-group of the Kickapoo tribe of 
Oklahoma. They obtained U.S. citizenship in 1984, bought trust land in Eagle Pass, and 
established the Lucky Eagle Casino in 1996 (M. S. Austin 1991, 107–9; Mager Hois 2004, 2010, 
2011).  
A November 22, 1985 journalistic note in The Houston Post showing the picture of Cuca-
García Flores holding her new U.S. citizenship card at a ceremony, quotes a tribal 
spokeswoman saying that disease and poverty forced the Kickapoo to seek welfare aid, which 
they obtained under the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) programs for recognized tribes. Because 
dual citizenship was not legal in Mexico until 1997, the Kickapoo had to choose between 
keeping Mexican citizenship or obtaining U.S. citizenship. According to the note, 143 got U.S. 
citizenship and only two preferred status as “permanent resident aliens.”137 Although the 
Kickapoo could cross the border with their tribal identification, or by being recognized by 
immigration officers at the bridge, U.S. citizenship has facilitated the crossing process in a 
period when more immigration restrictions have emerged. Most importantly, tribal status, 
along with U.S. citizenship and the casino, has translated into a notable improvement of their 
living conditions, as they can now obtain legal jobs in the United States, benefit from U.S. 
welfare programs, and profit from the casino, which has had a lot of success given its monopoly 
in Texas.  
Witnessing the prosperity of their neighbors, many Negros Mascogos believe that if 
recognized as Indian in the United States, they too can overcome their hardship, especially 
since their historical trajectories have so many intersections with the Kickapoos, like their 
                                                 





arrival in Mexico in 1850. The irony, some people told me in El Nacimiento de los Negros, is 
that the Kickapoo are required to maintain their traditions alive as a tribe. Now that they have 
dollars, they hire Negros Mascogos to build their traditional houses and cook in their 
ceremonies to keep the culture alive. It is through Negros Mascogos, many believe, that the 
Kickapoo can maintain their traditions.  
Negros Mascogos understand the process of recognition, U.S. citizenship, and the 
acquisition of the Lucky Eagle Casino in different terms than the negotiations described above. 
For Negros Mascogos, there is one person who is responsible for their not having U.S. 
citizenship, their late chief Juan V. González County. Nearly every person in El Nacimiento de 
los Negros repeats the same story, although with slight variations. When President Lázaro 
Cárdenas visited El Nacimiento de los Negros in the 1930s to distribute ejido land, he attended 
a party, and there he asked the Kickapoos and Negros Mascogos what they wanted. The 
Kickapoo chief responded that they wanted U.S. citizenship, and when Cárdenas asked County 
if Negros Mascogos wanted the same, he declined it because his people were strong to work. As 
in the case of the lost treaty and the burned archives of the Brackettville courthouse, documents 
appear as idioms to rework history and the conditions in the present. Some narrators affirm 
that County even signed a document saying that Negros Mascogos did not want U.S. 
citizenship and that the document is either in Mexico City or in Washington D.C. (I could 
never find it). A relative of his told me that he saw a video of the moment when County 
declined Cárdenas’ offer. The reasoning behind County’s decline, if it ever happened, is that he 
had many animals and his family did not have economic problems, so he did not want others to 
be better off. They also affirm that he was worried that once having documents, people would 




It is not clear how much people have transformed the story of County and Cárdenas, 
and how much of it belongs to the realm of fact. It is unlikely that Cárdenas could have 
negotiated U.S. citizenship for any of the groups. However, what is relevant from this story is 
not how much truth there is to it, but how Negros Mascogos use it to make sense of their 
immigration status and to imagine a possible future where, as Indian, they too can claim dual 
citizenship.  
The August 2013 letter sent by the Vasquez/Wilson family is not a random occurrence. 
It is one of the many manifestations of the problematics and desires Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles confront as a transborder population with the possibility of claiming Blackness and 
Indianness in diverse socio-political and spatial settings. It is the ambiguity of Black-
Indianness, and the articulation of each racialization with legal immigration procedures, some 
think, that may at some point give them access to better possibilities to migrate and improve 
their living conditions.  
 
Racial Performances and the Production of Identities 
As we gathered at the Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery in Brackettville, Ellen grabbed a 
handful of tobacco and threw it to the soil saying, “if we are Indian, we might as well embrace 
Indian traditions.” That same year, 2013, some people took on Stomp dancing and others 
dressed in Seminole Indian outfits during the parade (Figure 21). On the other side of the 
border, during the 2015 El Día de los Negros celebration in El Nacimiento de los Negros, some 
women wore polka dot dresses (Figure 22), and a group of “African dancers” was invited to 
perform. While on one side of the border people perform Indianness, on the other side, they 





Figure 21. Black Seminoles holding Mexican flag in Seminole Days parade, Brackettville. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 






Jean Muteba Rahier argues that identities are fluid “because they are constantly enacted 
and reenacted, performed and performed anew, within specific situations, and within changing 
socioeconomic and political contexts that provide sites for their negotiations and 
renegotiations, their definitions and redefinitions” (1999, xv). As invented traditions which 
connect the present with a historic past (Hobsbawm 2000), these performances of Indianness 
and Blackness promote a sense of community cohesion via repetition in the form of 
celebrations. They are not mere instrumental performances but the ongoing processes of 
becoming Indian and Black. What these performances say is that in the complexity of 
racialization, identities are being produced and traditions invented. As people told me on both 
sides of the border, when they wear either their Indian or Black outfits, they feel proud of their 
history and their traditions.  
In the 1990s Peter Wade (1995) argued that we need to understand Blackness in 
connection to the racial order in which it is located. I propose to do the same with Indianness. 
What the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole case shows is that Blackness and Indianness are 
produced – including their embodiment and performativity – relationally, and always as the 
result of articulations between subject positions and forms of subjectification, or more 
specifically, between forms of racialization from above and below. It is in this sense that we can 
think of Blackness and Indianness as relations instead of fixed markers of race, or as essential 
characteristics of individuals and groups. As relations, Blackness and Indianness take on 
different meanings informed by the socio-political and spatial locations, as well as racial 
projects. It is because people experience them as relations that Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles claim one, the other or both in articulation with their ideas of the present, past and 




about recognition in chapter 5, these claims often respond to the search for dignity and 
improvement of their lives.  
At the beginning of this chapter, I asked a question about the difficulties agents of the 
state and researchers had in naming Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and indicated that it 
signaled a form of refusal to adopt single homogenizing categories and become legible. The 
relationality of Blackness and Indianness and the ways Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
have mobilized, embraced, and reformulated them, show that we must answer this question in 
relation to specific spaces, racial projects, needs, and historical moments. Ambiguity has 
permitted Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to negotiate their own racializations and to 
suture them to those of the state and in connection with specific needs and demands, such as 
visas and citizenship. However, in different circumstances, ambiguity has become a source of 
exclusion, especially in relation to the politics of blood, as we will see in the following chapter.  
Many forces have put Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in a double bind. Their 
relations with two nation-states have put them in the situation of choosing between Indianness 
and Blackness. Wickman’s statement, cited at the beginning of this chapter, is a reality that 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have confronted throughout history. It often seems 
impossible to be Black and Indian at the same time. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have 
played their cards and have racialized themselves to access the benefits that come with 
Indianness and Blackness and to distance themselves from the adverse outcomes of each, like 
racism.  
Blackness served Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to obtain and defend the land in 
Mexico and visas in the United States. Through Indianness, they could become Scouts in 
Texas, and they can now claim autonomy in Coahuila. Moreover, as we will see in chapter 5, 




the United States. They have understood the systems of domination and have learned to 
navigate them. There is much agency in the process, but it still exists within fields of power. In 
the process of choosing Indianness over Blackness or the other way around, they reinforce the 
very structures that dominate them.  
The gradual development of a Black-Indian consciousness that refuses to stay on one 
side of the spatial and racial border may be opening new possibilities to the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people. As I will discuss in the conclusion of this work, those people 
who continuously cross the international border gain a perspective of the group as a whole and 
can articulate the local tensions with the broader transborder community. They claim Black-







Chapter 5. Becoming Legible in Multicultural States: Indianness and Blackness in the 
Age of Recognition 
 
Politics of Blood 
Phil Wilkes Fixico was living in Los Angeles when he found out that he was “one-eight 
Seminole Indian, one-quarter Seminole freedman, one-eight Creek freedman, one-quarter 
Cherokee-freedman, and one-quarter African-American-white” (Mulroy 2011, 113). That he 
turned out to be of “mixed race” is not surprising given the history of Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles. What is relevant about this story is that his family hid the identity of his paternal 
grandfather, the offspring of a Seminole Indian woman and a Seminole freedman, from the 
Dawes Commission.138 They did this to enroll Fixico’s grandfather as a “fullblood Indian.” 
Fixico’s parents also hid his father’s Black lineage from him. When he met with historian Kevin 
Mulroy for the first time, and after finding out he had “Black blood,” he appeared with “a 
baseball cap with the inscription, ‘Seminole Maroon Descendant’” (Mulroy 2011, 114). His 
family classified his grandfather as Indian to secure tribal recognition, and they raised Phil 
Wilkes Fixico as Indian. Once he learned his family history, he embraced his newfound 
identity. Phil Wilkes Fixico is now the Founder and President of the U.S. Semiroon Historical 
Society and works to establish networks with other maroon descendants in the United States, 
Suriname, Jamaica, and other countries.  
                                                 
138 Following the Dawes Act (or General Allotment) of 1887 in the United States, the Dawes Commission was 
established in 1893 to make the Five Civilized Tribes (Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole) turn 
tribal titles of land into individual allotments. It required that individuals claim membership only to one tribe to be 
able to register in the Dawes Rolls, which up until today are the main documents used to recognize tribal 




Like Fixico’s family, many Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles insist on the importance 
of “blood purity” and degrees of “blood mixing,” even though they may claim Indianness or 
Blackness at different times and in relation to specific spaces. In this, they are similar to other 
Black-Indian groups (Brooks 2002b; Lovett 2002; Sturm 2002; Welburn 2002). Ideas of “blood 
purity” have a history that goes back to colonialism. In Spain, limpieza de sangre discriminated 
against Jews, Muslims, and heretics. When the ideas of limpieza de sangre traveled to the 
colonies, purity became equated with Europeanness and nobility (M. E. Martínez 2008; 
Silverblatt 2004). Notably, Negros Mascogos still use the word limpio to refer to people who 
have not mixed.  
In this chapter, I ask about the politics informing and producing ideas of racial purity. I 
argue that this emphasis is the result of negotiations for state recognition on both sides of the 
border, which often compel groups into authenticating their racial identities. The fifth map of 
the Coahuila-Texas borderland that I trace in this chapter is the specific form of legibility 
produced in struggles for and debates about recognition by the state. In the last chapter, I 
mapped the racialization of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles and the impacts of this on 
revitalization, invention, and production of practices and subjectivities. The racialization of the 
nineteenth century created the conditions of possibility for the identification of Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles as Black in Mexico and as Indian in the United States, although as 
I showed in the previous chapter, these are fluid categories embraced relationally in diverse 
socio-historical contexts. From this perspective, multicultural recognition is one of the various 
historical projects through which Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have negotiated their 
identity and have attempted to make themselves legible to the state, reinventing themselves in 
the process and producing subjectivities. In other words, I argue that Blackness in Mexico and 




current discourses of multiculturalism in both countries and that these temporary fixings of 
racial identities are the product of historical processes.  
In the first part of this chapter, I outline the relationship of Mexico with its Black 
populations. I argue that one of the mechanisms of the administration of difference is the 
construction of Black people as foreigners. The invisibility of Black people has a direct impact 
on the ways they experience citizenship. I then provide an overview of the movement for 
recognition of the African diaspora in Mexico and use the Negro Mascogo case to interrogate 
what recognition looks like on the ground to highlight the tensions, articulations, and 
contradictions between the national and transnational mobilizations, and the regional and local 
struggles. Much of the debate around African diaspora social movements has focused on the 
national scale, on the particularities of the local, or the articulations of the former two with 
global action (Marable and Agard-Jones 2008; Mullings 2009). The Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole case brings in the transborder scope, showing that it is neither a replica of the 
national, nor a replica of the global, but has its particularities.  
In the second part of the chapter, I examine Indian recognition in the United States and 
the ways recognition debates have led the Black Seminole community in Texas to question and 
redefine its internal boundaries and membership criteria to fit the requirements of the state. 
This, in turn, has given rise to internal fractures and tensions over the definition of what it 
means to be Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole. I argue that one of the consequences of 
recognition is an identification heavily rooted in U.S.-based masculine military participation. 
I then explore the ways recognition plays into broader political and economic projects 
of local elites and the state, namely via tourism and the marketing of the Negro Mascogo/Black 




representation, ownership of history, and the paternalistic relations between Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles and local elites. 
I conclude the chapter by discussing the connections between recognition, 
redistribution, and racism, arguing that recognition reproduces racism through cultural 
difference and the emphasis on cultural rights over structural problematics (Coulthard 2014).  
 
Recognition and Redistribution 
Since the 1960s there has been increasing concern about collective identities and rights to 
difference, which triggered academic and activist debates about new social movements and 
identity-based politics at the end of the 1970s (Haider 2018).139 It is in the identity politics of 
the sixties and seventies that the modern roots of debates of recognition can be found, 
specifically as a means of demanding social justice and positive recognition of difference 
(McLaughlin, Phillimore, and Richardson 2011). Identity is partly shaped by recognition, wrote 
Charles Taylor (1994), and misrecognition or nonrecognition may work as forms of oppression, 
including suppression of modes of being and dignity loss. The demand, according to Taylor, is 
to “recognize the equal value of different cultures; that we not only let them survive, but 
acknowledge their worth” (1994, 64).  
In her discussion about recognition and redistribution, Nancy Fraser (2000, 2003a, 
2003b) has warned that an overemphasis on cultural recognition may overshadow class politics 
and the notion of socio-economic redistribution as a form of justice. The discussion of identity 
politics is highly contested, but Asad Haider (2018) observes that, contrary to its origins as a 
revolutionary political practice, in its contemporary form identity politics tends to be an 
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individualist method that undermines the possibility of collective self-organization (see also 
Willis 1984). Fraser (2000, 2003a, 2003b) reminds us that an understanding of recognition 
must include problems and struggles for land rights, access to social goods, and equitable 
distribution of economic resources. This, however, does not mean that the way individuals and 
collectivities frame their struggles for recognition always incorporates the language of 
redistribution, nor does it mean that they necessarily imply collective action or social 
movements. Instead, specific socio-political spaces, discourses, and actors, inform the meanings 
recognition assumes for the groups seeking and demanding it (Hobson 2003, 2). In this chapter, 
then, I ask about the specific meanings recognition has taken among Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles, the ways such meanings interconnect with broader struggles and social movements, 
and the consequences and tensions around processes of recognition as experienced by them. 
The question is not how to work for the recognition of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
people, which assumes recognition as positive and necessary, but how recognition has played 
out in the making of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people and what it does for 
individuals, families, and the collective. 
 Framed under a liberal logic, struggles for recognition involve a peculiar relationship 
with the state. It is the state that grants legal recognition, and the terms and language of 
recognition follow its specific needs and logic. The collectivities that represent difference are 
expected to accommodate and to fit into the language of the state, sometimes by essentializing 
their cultural representation and identification (Appiah 1994; Hobson 2003; Middleton 2015; 
Povinelli 2002). Recognition is thus a mechanism through which difference becomes legible to 
the state (McLaughlin, Phillimore, and Richardson 2011). As a consequence, outsiders and 
members of groups often police identities to assure that they comply with the requirements for 




histories of discrimination and disrespect” (2003, 5) and become a process of self-realization, 
giving place to new forms of identification. As Hobson suggests, recognition is also a process of 
subject formation, understood in the two senses: formation of people subject to the regulation 
and control of the state, and formation of subjectivities.  
Not escaping from these processes, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are currently 
involved, sometimes voluntarily and sometimes almost as a side effect, in struggles for 
recognition. In Mexico, a growing movement for the recognition of Afrodescendants has 
emerged after a history of invisibility of Blackness (Velázquez Gutiérrez 2014; Velázquez and 
Iturralde 2016). In the United States, Indian groups seek federal recognition as tribes under the 
historical justification of the treaties the United States signed recognizing them as sovereign 
nations. As a transborder population, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ racialization 
articulates with these two different processes of recognition, as Black in Mexico and as Indian 
in the United States.  
 
Multicultural Blackness: Recognition in Times of El Negro Permitido 
Unthinkable Blackness 
After years struggling with “el azúcar” – diabetes – and still trying to get used to moving 
without one leg, doctors could not save Herminia from a heart attack. The bells of the Catholic 
Church announced her death at 2 AM; we were all shocked. Just days before Herminia had been 
sitting on her porch, enjoying the fresh air and saying hello to the people who passed by. El 
Nacimiento de los Negros was all of a sudden filled with people coming from neighboring 
towns and cities of Coahuila and Texas. High school classes were interrupted for days, and 
everybody in the community participated in the funeral rites. Herminia’s 89-year-old mother 




Herminia’s family had been trying to get together for years without luck, as everybody was in a 
different town or country. Ironically, Herminia’s funeral was what finally brought them 
together.  
In the final dinner, and before leaving for Texas, José, Herminia’s brother, asked me to 
join a meeting with his family. He wanted me to help them with the paperwork to apply for a 
visa for his mother, Roberta. Now that Herminia was gone, he wanted to take care of his 
mother in Texas. “It is not an easy task,” I said, “but it is not impossible, all we need to do is get 
her a passport and then we can apply for the visa.” That is when Mariana, one of Herminia’s 
nieces, interrupted saying that Roberta could not get a passport. They tried before but found 
out that her birth certificate was not valid because the space for her nationality was blank: “she 
doesn’t have a nationality, it’s as if she didn’t exist,” Mariana insisted.140  
Convinced that something could be done, I went to Roberta’s house days later to see her 
birth certificate, but I noticed that not only was her nationality missing, her parents’ and 
grandparents’ nationalities were missing as well. I then learned that Roberta’s problem was the 
problem of a lot of other Negros Mascogos who do not have documents to prove their Mexican 
nationality. When I mentioned this to Araceli, who was born and raised in El Nacimiento de los 
Negros but is now a U.S. citizen residing in San Antonio, she reacted in shock, saying that all 
the birth certificates she had ever seen had the nationality space blank and that she thought it 
was normal. She then explained it by saying that it was the way people did things in the past, 
“with many mistakes.” 
Situating ourselves in rural Mexico, in the borderland, and the late 1920s, when 
Roberta was born, it makes perfect sense that there were many mistakes in birth registry. The 
naming practices of Negros Mascogos were probably also a source of confusion. A man named 
                                                 




Montelongo kept the records in a little notebook in Cuarterones y Morelos, and people say that 
the log indeed has many spelling and other types of mistakes (Del Moral 1999, 133). Roberta’s 
aunt, for example, is listed as her mother, probably because it was her aunt who took her to get 
registered and Mr. Montelongo assumed that Roberta was her daughter. However, none is as 
recurring as the one leaving the nationality space blank. While this is a common problem in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, it is not in the neighboring towns where people are not Black. 
Anthropologist Paulina del Moral observed that “when they need to get passports, there has 
been controversy about their identity. Authorities at the civil registry frequently leave the 
space of their nationality blank because they do not know if Mascogos are Mexican or 
American” (2004, 479–80).141 The “confusion” has historical roots. As migrants in Mexico since 
1850, Negros Mascogos adopted Mexican citizenship, but it took a while until families 
exchanged their communication and names from English to Spanish, embraced Mexican 
citizenship, and Catholicism. However, this perceived foreignness is not unique to Negros 
Mascogos. 
On April 1, 2011, CNN Mexico published an article describing the case of a dance 
company mainly composed of Afro-Mexicans who, while traveling from the Costa Chica to 
Guelatao in the southern state of Oaxaca, was stopped by military squads who thought they 
were undocumented Central American migrants. The coordinator had to convince the soldiers 
that the Mexican identification cards the dancers were holding were not fake. Even with proof 
of nationality, Mexican Blackness was unthinkable to the military squads. Commenting on the 
case, the founder of Asociación Civil Colectivo África, one of the grassroots organizations 
currently demanding recognition of Afrodescendants in Mexico, declared that one of his 
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Mexican colleagues was deported to Honduras and had to spend two months working there to 
be able to return to his hometown in Oaxaca (Taniguchi 2011).  
The case of the dance company, the Afro-Mexican who was deported from his own 
country, and the problems with Negros Mascogos’ birth certificates, are some of the hundreds 
of cases that reveal the construction of Black people as foreigners in Mexico (Cunin 2017; 
Navarrete 2016; Sue 2013).142 This is not unique to Mexico. Juliet Hooker’s (2010) work on the 
Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua shows the ways Creoles have historically been portrayed as 
foreign. She argues that the racialization of the Mosquito Coast as Black and the construction 
of Blacks as foreigners, partly because the Mosquito Coast was British protectorate until the 
end of the nineteenth century, has worked to establish Nicaraguan nationalism in opposition to 
Blackness (see C. R. Hale 1994). In the Dominican Republic, the term indio became a way to 
distance Dominicans from the (foreign) Blackness of Haiti, especially during Trujillo’s regime 
from 1930 to 1961 (Torres-Saillant 1998).  
The idea that “there are no Blacks in Mexico” has very material consequences. For 
Negros Mascogos, the perceived foreignness adds to their difficulties to obtain documents to 
migrate. It adds up to other layers of exclusion, like their undocumented status in the U.S., and 
the impoverished conditions in which they live. In other words, for Negros Mascogos 
recognition of Blackness as part of the Mexican nation locates redistribution at the center. 
In the 1980s Paul Gilroy (1987) argued that the imaginary of English national culture 
built on the idea of a White homogeneous Christian nation. Pointing to the formation of the 
nation and the policies of Thatcherism which placed immigration and race at the center of 
political debate, Gilroy understood the new forms of racism emerging in Britain as expressions 
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of ethnic absolutism. In this context, race and ethnicity are defined by cultural absolutes, which 
draw the boundaries between insiders and outsiders. Under this framework, diasporic subjects 
who refuse to ascribe to one single national culture appear as promiscuous and are thus 
rendered invisible in the historical narrative of the nation. In Britain, he argued, the word 
immigrant became synonymous with Black. Race and racism take on particular meanings in 
historical, spatial and cultural contexts, and the case of racism and social movements in 
Thatcherist Britain is different from other contexts. However, his analysis provides a sound 
basis for understanding the meaning of Blackness in Mexico, particularly concerning 
foreignness.  
Unlike Britain, the imagined Mexican nation developed around the idea of mixture 
rather than racial purity. Mixing could potentially be a critique of cultural boundedness. 
However, in the case of Mexico and other Latin American nations, mixture itself became the 
source of ethnic absolutism (Appelbaum, Macpherson, and Rosemblatt 2003a). Mestizaje became 
the racial formula of the nation, and just as in the British case, Blacks were erased from the 
national imaginary and located outside the nation, or in Elisabeth Cunin’s words, “the term 
‘black Mexican’ appeared to be an oxymoron, either because ‘blacks’ disappeared from national 
identity as foreigners, or because they became citizens, and hence mestizos” (2017, 353). The 
irony of mestizaje is that it became a process of integration of difference – inclusion – while also 
working as a socio-economic logic of exclusion, in this case of Blacks (Moreno Figueroa 2011; 
Wade 2001).  
Mestizaje’s erasures resulted in the location of Blackness in the realm of the unthinkable 
in national sentiment, to the extent that today, in the twenty-first century, and despite all the 
efforts from activists, intellectuals and government officials to make the existence of 




surprise among Mexicans and non-Mexicans. In his work about the production of history and 
the interrelated processes of silencing, Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) discusses the Haitian 
Revolution as an unthinkable history. The unthinkable, he explains, relies on the discordance 
between reality and deeply held beliefs, with the consequence of worldviews winning over facts. 
In the specific case of the Haitian Revolution, he argues that the idea that the enslaved could 
not envision freedom – partly because they were thought to lack humanity – was so pervasive 
that it was impossible to imagine that an insurrection could happen, even when it was 
happening. Instead, manifestations of resistance were explained away and banalized as 
individual and exceptional acts, thus trivializing a collective revolution. It was unthinkable 
even among the enslaved since there was no explicit intellectual discourse articulating the 
movement. The Haitian Revolution contradicted much of the narratives the West told to others 
and to itself in terms of equality and freedom; acknowledging resistance as a mass phenomenon 
implied accepting the wrongs of the system. The histories of Haiti and Mexico are very 
different, but Trouillot’s conceptual framework is useful to think with when it comes to 
Blackness in Mexico. By rendering it invisible, mestizaje also located Blackness in the realm of 
the unthinkable. Since its formation as a new nation, and more strongly since the Revolution of 
1910, Mexico narrated a history which equated nationality with mestizaje to define “the 
Mexican race” (Lomnitz 2011). The parallel process of silencing of Blackness has relied on 
formulas of erasure which blur facts with ideas and expressions like “we are all mixed,” which 
mobilize mestizaje to deny racism (Moreno Figueroa and Saldívar Tanaka 2016). Formulas of 
banalization treat Blackness in Mexico as exceptional and regionalize it in Guerrero, Oaxaca, 




construct the Mexican nation as mestizo (Hooker 2010).143 Erasure and banalization, together, 
effect a powerful silencing, argues Trouillot (1995). The acknowledgment of Blackness in 
Mexico carries within an acknowledgment of a colonial past of slavery but also the recognition 
of a racist present, which contradicts the fundamental idea of mestizaje as inclusive (Moreno 
Figueroa 2011; Saldívar 2014).  
Occasionally, individuals mobilize the unthinkable Blackness of Mexico to obtain certain 
benefits. In the specific case of migration to the United States, for example, Negro Mascogo 
migrants can sometimes pass as African American because of their phenotype and can avoid 
being asked for immigration documents and be deported, as Andrés told me. What this passing 
speaks about, beyond the ability of people to make the best of their circumstances, is that 
mestizaje is not just a story that Mexico has told itself as a nation, but a narrative it also told 
others, making Blackness unthinkable not only inside but outside its borders.  
 
Afro-visibility and the movement for recognition 
The social movements of the African diaspora have roots in a long history of resistance that 
includes rebellions of the enslaved, marronage, and anti-colonial and civil rights struggles. 
However, collective action of the African diaspora has intensified in the last decades, and we 
have witnessed movements framed in the language of race and racism that point to processes of 
dispossession and seek redistribution of resources, a form of racialization from below, in Leith 
Mullings’ terms (2004).  
In the 1970s and 1980s, activists and scholars in Latin America were concerned about 
the invisibilization of Afrodescendants in official history and academia. Numerous 
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Afrodescendant organizations emerged to demand recognition and full rights as citizens 
(Minority Rights Group 1995; Rahier 2012b, 3). The movements became stronger with the 
third United Nations World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia 
and Related Intolerance held in Durban, South Africa in 2001. According to Helen I. Safa 
(2005), various factors played out in this process. First, in the 2000 meeting in preparation for 
the Durban conference, Latin American and Caribbean governments agreed on the recognition 
of slavery as a crime against humanity and as the cause of poverty and marginalization of 
Afrodescendants in the region (Turner 2002). Second, the emergence of the movements was 
linked with the transition to democracy in various Latin American countries, and either the 
transition to new constitutions or the inclusion of significant reforms within existing ones, 
which included multicultural policies (Sieder 2002).144 Finally, some of the movements were 
partly a response to neoliberal policies and increasing inequality and intersected with 
indigenous movements like the 1994 Zapatista uprising in Mexico (Díaz Polanco 1997; N. 
Harvey 1998; Speed 2008). These movements often sought rights similar to those granted to 
Indigenous peoples. The central project of the Afrodescendant movements in Latin America 
has been the demand of recognition of their cultural autonomy within the state, a form of 
cultural citizenship in Renato Rosaldo’s (1994) terms, but also a claim of redistribution 
including rights and protection of resources, especially land (Agudelo 2010; Mullings 2009, 11–
153; Rahier 2012a).  
 The Afrodescendant movement emerged in Mexico in the early 1990s, influenced by the 
work of Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán (1944, 1970, 1958). Through cultural expressions like dance 
and music, the members of the movement – and later government representatives – argued that 
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Mexican culture was not only composed of Indigenous and European roots, as the discourse of 
mestizaje proposed, but that there was a third root that was African. The project then was to 
salvage those African expressions (Martínez Montiel 1994).  
In recent years the movement has become more heterogeneous as more grassroots 
organizations, intellectuals, and state representatives intervene. Since the first Encuentro de 
Pueblos Negros (Conference of Black Peoples) in 1997, for example, at least eight grassroots 
organizations have emerged in the country (México Negro, Época A.C., AFRICA A.C., 
ECOSTA, Yutucuii A.C., Púrpura A.C., ODECA, and SOCPINDA), and they have held 
numerous public forums in Mexico City, Oaxaca, and Guerrero to define strategies to combat 
poverty and discrimination.145 The goals have also expanded, and projects for Afro-visibility 
(Anderson 2009) include demands of statistical visibility, constitutional recognition of their 
existence as a people, and legal recognition of specific rights (Velázquez and Iturralde 2016; 
Quecha Reyna 2015). Although internally diverse and with some political tensions, the 
movement has managed to establish a common goal: the legal recognition of Afrodescendants. 
Many of the ideas and strategies for recognition have emerged from the dialogue with the 
larger Afrodescendant movement. For example, after the conference in Durban, transnational 
networks promoted the use as a political category to strengthen the connections of the African 
Diaspora. International organizations like the UN and the World Bank adopted the term, and 
so did Mexico (Lao-Montes 2009).  
Throughout Latin America, a significant demand has been the insertion of questions of 
race in national censuses (Hooker 2009b). Organizations have not fully achieved this in Mexico, 
but after the UN declaration of 2011 as the International Year for People of African Descent, 
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the movement gained more visibility, and the Mexican state has responded with specific 
actions. In 2012 representatives of the office of Indigenous affairs, CDI, traveled around the 
country and conducted surveys to identify Afrodescendant populations and create a diagnosis of 
their living conditions. After this, they issued identification certificates as a formal – if not 
constitutional – recognition (Garay Cartas 2012). Furthermore, in 2015 the government 
incorporated a race question in the “Encuesta Intercensal” (the five-year national survey).146 
The survey takers asked people if they self-identified as Afrodescendant: 1.4 million said yes 
(INEGI 2015b, 77).147 This is likely an underestimate since some Black people have difficulty 
relating to the concept Afrodescendant. Only a few Negros Mascogos, for example, understand 
the word Afrodescendant, and they prefer to call themselves negros. Laura Lewis’ (2012) work 
shows that people in San Nicolás Tolentino, in Guerrero’s Costa Chica region, prefer to call 
themselves moreno and, while they do not deny their relations with the African Diaspora, they 
do not feel part of it. The 2012 diagnosis and the 2015 survey confirm that Afrodescendant 
populations are among the most marginalized, poor and discriminated in the country (Garay 
Cartas 2012; Fernández Ham and Melesio Nolasco 2016).  
Despite the data about the existence of Black people and their discrimination, the 
popular notion that there are no Blacks in Mexico persists. People explain away the presence of 
Blacks in the country as a result of recent migrations. Blackness has also been unthinkable in 
the imagination of Black populations. In the 2010s the institution dealing with problems of 
racism and discrimination in Mexico, the Consejo Nacional para Prevenir la Discriminación 
(CONAPRED), launched the campaign “Soy Afro, me reconozco y cuento” (I am Afro, I self-
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recognize, and I count) to promote the visibility of Afrodescendants. Cuento has two meanings 
in this context. It refers to being counted in the 2015 survey as Afrodescendants, but it also 
means “I matter,” signaling demands to end inequality and discrimination, and resembling the 
ideas brought by the Black Lives Matter movement in the United States. The main emphasis of 
the campaign has been to promote self-recognition as Afrodescendants, especially in light of the 
2015 national survey, but also recognition by the larger society. Figures 23, 24, and 25 are 
some of the images and messages that have circulated in social media in the past years. Figure 
23 shows a Negro Mascogo woman with a child. The poster invites people to be proud of their 
Afrodescendant roots (CONAPRED n.d.). Figure 24 affirms that there are Afrodescendants in 
Mexico, speaking directly to the still pervasive idea that there are no Blacks in the country 
(Fundación Sur 2017). Finally, Figure 25 elaborates more on the anti-discrimination discourse 
by countering the stigmas attached to Blackness: inferiority, puro sabor (an expression used to 
talk about people who are known for their musical and dancing skills, and who are known to 
have “happy” personalities), lazy, and foreigners. It also demands recognition of 
Afrodescendants as part of the nation by claiming Mexicanness (CONAPRED n.d.).  
The movement for recognition in Mexico gave more visibility to Afrodescendants and 
opened the door for discussions about their rights as a people and against their discrimination. 
However, it has mostly looked at the south of Mexico, even though the most recent Encuentro 
de Pueblos Negros was in Múzquiz, Coahuila, in November 2018. The Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole case forces us to interrogate what ideas of recognition look like in the north, in a 






Figure 23. Like if you are Afrodescendant and are proud of your roots. 
I am Mascoga, I self-recognize, and I count (matter). Photo: 
CONAPRED. 
 




Figure 25. We are not inferior, we are not invisible, we are not puro sabor, we are not lazy, we are not foreigners. We are Mexican. I am 







“They say that we come from Africa, but that’s too far,” Rodolfo commented when I sat with 
him during the annual Día de los Negros celebration in El Nacimiento de los Negros.148 He said 
this laughing, while we were all waiting for the “African” dancers who were performing that 
day. He then told me that what he cared about was not recognition but a visa to return to work 
in Texas and to meet his grandchildren, whose father is an unauthorized migrant and has not 
been able to return to El Nacimiento de los Negros in more than ten years. Rodolfo’s feeling is 
a generalized one in El Nacimiento de los Negros, where the identification certificate they 
received from CDI that names them as Afrodescendants means nothing to people, and a vast 
majority of the population does not even know it exists or understands what it entails (Del 
Moral 2014).  
For Negros Mascogos the movement for recognition is an external process, as they 
have not gotten involved in the debates and activism promoted by grassroots organizations 
anchored in Oaxaca and Guerrero (there is only one young woman trying to promote 
recognition in El Nacimiento de los Negros). However, it has had an impact on their relations 
with Coahuila’s government. In particular, state programs that provide food supplies for rural 
communities are now pressuring Negros Mascogos to send representatives that look Black to 
comply with the demands to attend to Afrodescendants and to take the picture with them for 
proselytism. They rely on a racial definition that depends on color rather than on social and 
historical background or lineage. Adolfo described that when they travel to Saltillo, the capital 
city, for events and programs, “the Blacks from Múzquiz get off the bus. They get off, and 
people think that we are late because they don’t see a single Black person. They want to see 
                                                 




Blacks.”149 The problem for Negros Mascogos is that their mixture with mexicanos has come 
with the lightening of their skin, and only a few people look Black. “If it’s about color, we will 
paint ourselves,” said Severino half-jokingly, as he expressed his concern about the potential 
limitation of resources if they do not look Black enough.150  
Government pressure for seeing Black and African characteristics also led to the 
adoption of the polka dot dress by some Negro Mascogo women, a garment that today 
represents the image of Negros Mascogos in Coahuila (Figure 23). People tell the story that 
about thirty years ago, government officials asked them to adopt some specific cultural trait 
such as language, dress, music or dance so that they could be identified as a Black population in 
a cultural event held in Veracruz. An anthropologist had gifted a Cuban doll with the polka dot 
dress to a Negro Mascogo woman, and, seeing the doll, her family decided to adopt it as their 
“cultural trait,” giving rise to a new tradition.  
Charles Hale and Rosamel Millamán (C. R. Hale and Millamán 2006; C. R. Hale 2004) 
proposed the idea of the indio permitido or authorized Indian, to refer to the appropriate ways of 
being Indian – that is, authorized by the state – in multicultural Guatemala and Chile. I argue 
that in times of multicultural recognition, there are also authorized ways of being Black. In 
Coahuila and elsewhere in Mexico, negro permitido defines Blackness as a racial marker based on 
phenotype. When people do not look Black enough, they are easily dismissed. This occurs even 
in academic settings, as I discovered when a Mexican scholar laughed at the possibility of 
Negros Mascogos being Black after I gave a talk and showed the audience a photograph of 
some women wearing the polka dot dress. As Elizabeth Farfán-Santos (2016) suggests for the 
case of quilombolas in Brazil, once identities are recognized and made legal, their authenticity is 
                                                 
149 “Bajan del camión los negros de Múzquiz y bajan y la gente piensa que ya llegaron tarde porque ni un negro ven. Ellos 
quieren ver negros.”  




policed and often deemed fraudulent when people do not fit into the established categories, 
which emerge in the context of public policies as much as from NGOs and grassroots 
organizations. The skepticism expressed by the scholar in Mexico is not so different from the 
dismissal of quilombolas in Brazil. They both reveal the relations of domination embedded in the 
process of recognition, and as I will argue at the end of the chapter, they work as mechanisms 
of racism.  
In the logic of negro permitido, physical appearance is accompanied by performative and 
cultural elements that ethnicize Blackness by emphasizing dress, food, rituals, music, and dance. 
If people do not look Black enough, the logic follows, they can at least perform Blackness 
(Farfán-Santos 2016; Restrepo 2013). Anthropologists and historians of the “third root” in 
Mexico have reproduced and promoted this logic by emphasizing the African survivals without 
addressing questions of racism and structural violence.  
In wearing the polka dot dress and sending the darkest people for the picture, Negros 
Mascogos are mobilizing some form of strategic essentialism to maintain access to necessary 
resources and recognition as a collective. They do so by continuously struggling to fit into 
fixed cultural and racial categories and investing their energy in demonstrating that their 
authenticity conforms to what the state understands as Afrodescendants. The expression “we 
will paint ourselves” and the adoption of the polka dot dress as a new tradition after a specific 
request from government representatives speak directly to such processes. 
However, it would be erroneous to only consider strategic essentialism as an 
instrumentalist tool for accessing rights and resources. We need to consider two additional 
aspects. First, a consequence of recognition is an increasingly self-regulated policing of 
authenticity that exacerbates existing divisions, which are intersected by race, class, and 




from the state, this does not mean that people do not embrace them and eventually make them 
theirs, transforming individual and collective subjectivity in the process.  
Let us look at the first aspect. In chapters 1 and 3 I pointed to the racial borders in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros and the divisions between negros and mexicanos. The tensions around 
the presence of mexicanas become manifest with debates about land and the distribution of 
resources from the state. Having a conversation about government programs and who the 
beneficiaries are, Adolfo told me that  
if they send resources, they should give it to Mascogos first, and then to the others, 
because it is thanks to us [Blacks] that the resources get here. It is mostly women from 
other towns, the ones from the White race, like you, who do it. Women who marry 
Blacks and come from Sabinas, Chihuahua, or other places.151  
 
Adolfo’s statement points to tensions between negros and mexicanas. In his understanding, 
government resources are specifically for Negros Mascogos (that is, for Afrodescendants) and 
they would not reach the town if its residents were not Black. He protests that mexicanas are 
often the ones who receive the provisions (a monthly box with staple food), even though they 
receive them for their household, which includes their Negro Mascogo children and their 
husbands if they are not working in Texas. In his perspective, mexicanas are taking advantage 
of the resources. Social programs in Mexico rely heavily on the figure of promotoras 
(promoters), who are usually members of communities who serve as brokers between state 
representatives and people in their towns. They receive specific training and some economic 
incentive, but most importantly, as brokers, they can intervene in certain decisions regarding 
the distribution of resources and verifying that people comply with requirements to receive 
them. Adolfo and other people I spoke with in El Nacimiento de los Negros complain that many 
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promotoras are mexicanas when it should be negros making decisions and brokering for the 
resources granted to them for being Black.  
Another area where the tensions with mexicanas become manifest is in the “Taller de 
Herbolaria Mamá Guechu.” Since 2012 a group of women received government training to 
make beauty products with local herbs and plants. Since then, these women grow their plants in 
a small greenhouse and sell products like shampoo, soap, and cream. The participation of at 
least three mexicanas in the project is a source of critique, once again, because people say that 
these are resources for negros and mexicanas should not benefit from them. The women adopted 
the name of “Mamá Guechu,” one of the last negras limpias, for their herbal shop and they brand 
their products as “Tribu Negros Mascogos.” The adoption of these names which index Negro 
Mascogo identity, make some people believe that no mexicana should be there. 
While racial boundaries are well established within, to government representatives and 
outsiders, every person living in El Nacimiento de los Negros is Negro Mascogo, and therefore 
what is for Afrodescendants is for them all. Even though social programs may not have the 
specific label of “Afrodescendant,” people understand that Negros Mascogos are beneficiaries 
for being Black. People in neighboring towns perceive them as privileged because, along with 
the Kickapoos, they receive much more attention than the rest of the localities of the 
municipality of Múzquiz. This becomes especially evident when paying attention to the 
relations between El Nacimiento de los Negros and Cuarterones y Morelos. As discussed in 
chapter 3, Cuarterones y Morelos was the land given to negras who married with mexicanos. 
What this means in the present is that family relations span El Nacimiento de los Negros and 
Cuarterones y Morelos. The exchange between the two towns is constant as people visit their 
relatives, go to parties, and often intermarry. However, unlike El Nacimiento de los Negros, 




Afrodescendant or as an ethnic group, and they are not considered Black or Indian. Paulina del 
Moral (2014) has pointed out that the lack of recognition as Afrodescendants adds to their 
marginal living conditions (CONAPO 2010), considering that Afrodescendants receive special 
concessions. The result of recognition is that it increases the economic differences between the 
towns and within families in relation to race. 
However, tensions do not just emerge between negros and mexicanas or in relation to 
neighboring towns. People often accuse Negro Mascogo women of not being Black enough. 
Some of those women have adopted the polka dot dress, and this has made them the target of 
criticism in debates around cultural representation and authenticity. The critiques express in 
jokes like one Araceli made on El Día de los Negros: “Look, here come the Aunt Jemimas,” 
alluding to the pancake mix that uses the image of a Black woman wearing a polka dot dress as 
part of its branding.152 Other people express deeper concerns about their representation and the 
exploitation of their image by politicians who take the picture and then leave. Others are 
embarrassed that women wear the dress and “ask for government help,” as they feel Blacks end 
up stigmatized as lazy and dependent. In Adolfo’s words:  
Sometimes people are here in Múzquiz’s square and hear that the Blacks from 
Nacimiento are lazy, that we are poor. And they do not correct them; they don’t say 
anything because that way nobody will think that they are Black, not even if they 
showed them an ID card would people think that they are Black. But when it comes to 
asking for help, then they do admit that they are Black.153  
 
What Adolfo and other Negros Mascogos suggest is that women “dress Black” to access 
government help and to represent the culture in specific public moments, but when it comes to 
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discrimination, they deny Blackness because many of these women have light skin and can pass 
as mexicanas. 
With Blackness and its cultural “properties” like the dress becoming a tool for 
negotiation with the state, the visibility gained as a result of the social movements both 
empowers and disempowers Negros Mascogos. While they can now play the Afrodescendant 
card to demand rights and resources, the community is becoming more fragmented along the 
lines of economic status, race, and gender.  
 A second aspect is individual and collective subjectivity. Women who wear the dress see 
it as a way of strengthening their identity, as a manifestation of pride in being Black, and as a 
form of contestation that responds to their dismissal as Black. Esperanza, for example, told me 
with a big smile that when she wears the dress, she feels fulfilled and proud of her people and 
heritage. She feels that the dress is an essential component of her identity and she wears it 
whenever she can. She especially enjoys getting new dresses made for El Día de los Negros and 
changing the colors of the fabric; getting the dress made is her necessary ritual before the 
celebration. To her and to many other women who wear the dress, whether it is authentic or 
not is irrelevant because what matters is how it makes them feel. The dress helps them 
negotiate their Blackness outside of the community and provides them with a sense of 
belonging otherwise questioned because of gender dynamics interconnected with ideas of 
property and purity of blood. The dress is a reaffirmation and a statement that they too are 






Indian Recognition  
Along with other civil rights movements in the United States, the Indian movement emerged 
in the 1960s as a claim of sovereignty and in response to the repressive assimilationism and the 
reduction of services deriving from Indian Termination Policies in the 1950s (Deloria Jr. 1988). 
The movement emerged locally in the Carolinas, Virginia, and New England, but it 
consolidated nationally at the American Indian Chicago Conference (AICC) in 1961, where 
approximately 450 participants drafted the Declaration of Indian Purpose and reaffirmed their 
inherent right to live their own lives (Den Ouden and O’Brien 2013a, 1; Klopotek 2011). In 
1973, approximately 200 American Indian Movement (AIM) activists and Oglala Sioux 
occupied Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota for 71 days. They 
raised issues of treaty rights and sovereignty.  
In response to the Indian movement, in 1978 the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 
established the Branch of Acknowledgment and Research (BAR) office to allow non-recognized 
Indian groups to file a petition for recognition which, if granted, would open access to its 
associated benefits: sovereignty, exemption from taxes on Indian businesses, housing aid, 
educational assistance, and health services. The BAR was to define regulations for petitions of 
recognition and to receive, review, accept, or deny such petitions. The BIA, however, is only 
one of three ways to gain recognition, the other two are an act of Congress that grants a federal 
relationship with an Indian group, and recognition through the courts (Sider 2003, liii).  
Federal recognition or acknowledgment in the United States “affirms the status of a 
tribe as an indigenous nation with inherent rights to self-government in its homeland” 
(Klopotek 2011, Introduction). It allows recognized groups to engage in high stakes gaming 
and exempts them from some state and federal taxes. Inside reservations, Indians can have 




members. Recognition renders groups eligible for services and programs administered by 
agencies like the BIA (Den Ouden and O’Brien 2013a).  
 The process of federal recognition through the BIA is long and expensive, and the 
petition does not assure recognition. Since 1978 at least 332 groups have submitted letters of 
intent, but until 2008 only 82 were able to complete the petition, and from those, 16 gained 
recognition and 30 were denied (Den Ouden and O’Brien 2013a, 20). The main reason groups 
have difficulty completing petitions is that the process requires extensive research to prove that 
they comply with all seven requirements established by BAR. (1) Identification as an American 
Indian entity since 1900. (2) Proof that they have historically existed as a community. (3) Long-
term political organization as an autonomous entity. (4) Governing documents and membership 
criteria. (5) Descent from a historical Indian tribe or Indian tribes that combined and worked as 
an autonomous political entity. (6) Petitioners are not members of any acknowledged North 
American Indian tribe. (7) Their relation to the federal government has not been terminated by 
congressional legislation (Den Ouden and O’Brien 2013a, 58). The most daunting part for 
groups petitioning for recognition is that their oral history is not enough to comply with these 
requirements and that documents are needed to be legible for recognition.  
 Federal recognition is not universally accepted or desired by all groups. Among the 
problems and challenges that come with recognition are the ideas about what it means to be 
Indian in the United States and the contrasts between reality and expectations. For example, 
drawing on the work of Philip Deloria (2004) about “Indians in Unexpected Places,” Jessica 
Cattelino (2010) discusses the case of the Seminole Nation of Florida concerning tribal gaming. 
By looking at what Indian wealth means in ongoing settler colonialism, she argues that the 
expectation of Indianness in the United States interlocks with poverty. Economic success 




according to Cattelino, is that Seminoles need economic resources to exercise tribal sovereignty 
and, as she has shown ethnographically (2008), gaming has served to strengthen their political 
organization and to provide welfare services to their members. However, once Seminoles 
acquired economic power, the legitimacy of their tribal sovereignty was challenged in law, 
public culture, and everyday interactions. The ideal image of the poor Indian dressed in 
“traditional” clothing is disrupted by the images of Seminoles with expensive cars in their 
urban Hollywood and Tampa reservations, where their Hard Rock casino-resorts are. Like the 
indio permitido described by Charles Hale and Rosamel Millamán in Latin America, there is an 
authorized way of being Indian in the United States, which not only essentializes identities but 
constrains them to a subaltern class position (C. R. Hale 2004; C. R. Hale and Millamán 2006). 
What this means, as Brian Klopotek (2011) has argued, is that recognition does not necessarily 
settle problems related to tribal sovereignty, and it can pose new challenges. 
Despite the critiques of federal recognition as colonial tools and forms of continuing 
domination of Indians in settler states (Coulthard 2014; Klopotek 2011; Povinelli 2002; Sider 
2003; Simpson 2014), for many groups, it still seems like the best alternative. They seek to 
contend with poverty and structural violence, to reclaim reparations from government’s 
unfulfilled promises and wrongdoings, to protect their socio-political life, and to dignify their 
collective existence. These are the reasons that explain why some Black Seminoles in Texas 
seek federal recognition. In 2002 they sent a letter of intent to the BIA for tribal recognition as 
the “United Mascogo Seminole Tribe of Texas” (Bureau of Indian Affairs 2003), but like 
numerous other groups, they have not been able to move on from the letter of intent to the 






We hear about all these other tribes getting money because of old lies, old broken 
promises from the government. […] Up north, some little group got millions of dollars 
and land. I think they built a casino. Look at that money the Seminole in Oklahoma got. 
Millions, and all these years afterward. We need to put together our story, take it to the 
government ask them to make right what was done wrong to us after we did what we 
promised as scouts. We were guaranteed land for that. We were. So we should get 
something now. I want to get our story written up to take to the government, but none 
of us know how. We need somebody to help us with it. That’s what I’m praying for 
(cited in Guinn 2005, 364). 
 
Ethel Warrior’s statement accentuates reparations and redistribution, and the difficulties of 
getting the history written up. The late tribal historian Charles Emily Wilson saw the 
relevance of recognition in a broader sense, as a question of dignity and valorization of Black 
Seminoles’ contributions to the history of the United States. Most importantly, she framed it as 
a means of continuing a sense of community and of awakening pride among youth:  
Perhaps this recognition of who we are and what we have done may stir in their hearts a 
sense of pride and may move them to learn from us while they can, and they may yet 
pass on our story to their own children. We have given our loyalty and our skill to our 
country, and we have contributed to its history. […] I can rest now, knowing that this 
has been recognized at last, and that future school children, both American and 
Seminole, will learn about the part we have played in the growth of our great nation (C. 
E. Wilson 1992). 
 
 As an unrecognized tribe in Texas or at the federal level, Black Seminoles do not have 
access to the rights and benefits granted by the government to recognized Indians, and at least 
since the early 2000s, when they sent the letter of intent, some people have begun to explore 
the possibilities of working for recognition. However, it has not been a collective effort. Indeed, 
quite the opposite, the very idea of recognition has brought to the surface many conflicts about 
membership and identification. Debates about Indian recognition in the United States have 
revealed the negative consequences of federal recognition (Den Ouden and O’Brien 2013b; 
Klopotek 2011; Sider 2003). The case of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles takes us a step 




Membership and boundary-making 
Barbara Hobson (2003, 6) argues that recognition struggles are boundary making activities. 
This is especially true for federal recognition in the United States since the BAR requires proof 
of specific membership criteria to define whom to include and exclude, at the individual level as 
members of tribes, and the collective level as authorized Indians. Blood quantum has been at 
the center of debates of tribal membership since the early twentieth century, particularly after 
the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934, which enshrined blood quantum in 
federal Indian policy. The government would serve the members of recognized groups and 
their descendants who were residing within the boundaries of Indian reservations, and who had 
one-half or more Indian blood, therefore excluding people who married in or who were adopted 
by them (Spruhan 2006). As stated above, these were settler colonial mechanisms to restrict 
economic resources allocated to Indian groups and followed the logic of elimination via 
assimilation. Today recognized groups have the right to define their criteria of membership, 
but this has brought conflict, as in the experiences of the Mohawk (Simpson 2014), the 
Seminole Nation of Oklahoma (Miller 2003), and the Cherokee Nation (Agent 2009; Hirsch 
2009; Littlefield 2009). Blood quantum has generally been the choice of many groups, especially 
in opposition to nineteenth-century criteria of membership imposed by the federal government 
in treaties, and which included many Blacks who were enslaved or had a tributary relationship 
with Indians.  
 For Black Seminoles, membership for recognition poses two interconnected challenges: 
their Blackness and their absence in the Dawes Rolls. During an informal conversation with a 
lawyer from San Antonio in June 2015, the president of SISCA inquired into the necessary 
steps for Black Seminoles to be federally recognized. Aware of the 2002 letter of intent, the 




process would have to start all over again. The lawyer was the right person to ask, since he was 
involved in the process of recognition of the Kickapoos, and in their acknowledgment as U.S. 
citizens (see chapter 4). He had also worked with previous board members of SISCA, who in 
1992 formed a committee to work towards federal recognition, and who ultimately submitted 
the letter of intent in 2002.  
One of the first recommendations the lawyer gave was to “play down the Black part” as 
it would become an obstacle to recognition. More concretely, he suggested eliminating the 
word “negro” in SISCA’s documents, flag, and website, and stopping the Juneteenth 
celebration. His concern was not unfounded. There have been claims that the BIA favors 
petitioners without African ancestry, assuming that Blackness “waters down” Indian “blood.” 
BIA representatives often see dark-skinned Indians as impostors who have no rights because of 
their African ancestry. Brian Klopotek (2011) argues that with the effects of racialization as 
Blacks under the logic of White supremacy, many Indian groups have policed the boundaries 
between Indianness and Blackness and have at times embraced anti-Blackness to assert Indian 
identity. According to Klopotek, this is part of the broader colonial project that locates 
Whiteness as supreme and measures all other forms of racialization in relation to it. It is in this 
sense that Indianness seems more desirable to some groups as it offers more possibilities of 
assimilation. At the individual level, these dynamics explain why Phil Wilkes Fixico’s family 
hid their Black ancestry from him and the Dawes Commission. At the collective level, if Black 
Seminoles narrate their history from the perspective of slavery, marronage, and Blackness, 
their chances for tribal recognition are hindered. Being Indian is what offers better chances. 
The cost is the silencing of racial violence and sacrificing a central element of their collective 




 Because groups need historical documentation to prove their membership criteria, the 
descendants of the “Five Civilized Tribes” (Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and 
Seminoles) use the Dawes Rolls to determine tribal membership. Individuals have to trace their 
lineage to a person listed on the Rolls. The Dawes Rolls were created after the Dawes Act or 
General Allotment of 1887, which required members of recognized tribes to register for 
individual land allotments (Otis 2014; Spruhan 2006). The Seminoles signed the treaty with the 
U.S. government in 1866 when the Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were in Mexico. 
Because they were absent, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles were not registered in the 
Dawes Rolls. The only documents they can produce to trace their lineage are the enrollment 
records of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, the soldiers recruited in Fort Duncan and Fort 
Clark since 1870 to fight Comanches and Apaches. According to the lawyer and a sub-group of 
Black Seminoles working towards recognition more actively, the enrollment records are the 
only proof they have of some government recognition in the nineteenth century. The 
enrollment records make their racialization as Indian more visible because they were recruited 
as an Indian unit (see chapter 4). This has posed a series of problems in the definition of who is 
a Black Seminole. 
 In an 1873 letter Juan Caballo/John Horse wrote to General Augur in Texas, the leader 
requested the enlistment of non-Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people as part of the Seminole 
Negro Indian Scouts: “I will like to have the Mexicans who are intermarried with my people 
and which are with us, and good men, may be enlisted for scouting.”154 This indeed happened, 
but it included more people. Historian James Leiker found that “descriptive records reveal a 
membership that included Texas freedmen, runaway slaves, blacks born in Mexico, mulattoes 
of German and Irish ancestry, former black servants of white officers, and even buffalo soldiers 
                                                 




who rode with the scouts after their expiration of enlistment” (2010, 32). What this means is 
that while many Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles could claim tribal membership through 
the enlistment rolls if they were federally recognized, many people without Indian ancestry 
could claim it as well. This inclusion, however, is less worrisome to people than the exclusion it 
produces. Three concerns arose from this way of establishing membership.  
 First, the inconsistencies of names in official documents, the complexity of their naming 
practices, and the loss of records during the Court House fire in Brackettville in the 1950s make 
some people feel that it is impossible to produce documents to prove their rightful membership 
in the group. Only a handful of people have been able to do it. Second, tracing lineage to the 
people listed in the enrollment records forces the community to define blood quantum along 
masculine lines. Only men were Scouts. Descendants of Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
women who arrived in Texas with the Scouts may not be able to claim membership if those 
women married with non-Seminole Negro Indian Scouts and if their children did not become 
Scouts. Finally, this criterion of membership excludes the descendants of those Mexicans who 
stayed in El Nacimiento de los Negros and did not enroll as Scouts in Texas. The irony of 
excluding the descendants of those who stayed in Mexico is that federal recognition could 
potentially open the space for negotiating dual citizenship, as was the case with the Kickapoos, 
but many Negros Mascogos who could benefit from it would possibly be excluded from 
membership. More striking is the fact that Juan Caballo/John Horse, their most important and 
legendary leader, did not enroll as Scout and would be excluded from the ancestry line. Tracing 
tribal membership through the Scouts would effectively transform what it means to be Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole. The identification based on ideas of freedom and shared diasporic 




Mascogo/Black Seminole identity. Instead of blood quantum being about Indian blood, it 
would become a blood quantum based on masculine soldier blood.  
 Just as in Mexico, debates about recognition, in combination with other processes, 
caused fragmentation in the Black Seminole community. A group of Black Seminoles in Texas, 
most of whom are not current residents of Brackettville and are somehow distant from SISCA’s 
daily activities at the headquarters, have taken on the project of organizing as a tribe to then 
proceed to the petition of recognition. The “Absentee Seminole Tribe of Texas” (ASTT), 
formed after 2015, explains on its website:  
our name “Absentee” is indicative of a historical connection to the Seminole Tribe of 
Florida, and the Seminole Nation of Oklahoma. Our ancestors were absent from 
Oklahoma when the Dawes Rolls were created in the 1890’s, and Black Seminole 
became Freedmen. Our ancestors were absent from Florida in 1957, when a Seminole 
census and constitution Created the Seminole Tribe of Florida (Absentee Seminole 
Tribe of Texas 2018). 
 
 Following the logic of federal acknowledgment, the members of ASTT have established 
a tribal council with a chief, bylaws and a constitution, and a clear criterion for membership 
based on enrollment as Scouts. “The membership of the Absentee Seminole Tribe of Texas 
shall consist of all Persons whose names appear on the United States Scouts Seminole Negro 
Indian Scout Detachment Muster Roll 1870-1914, and their Descendants, regardless of place of 
residence” (Absentee Seminole Tribe of Texas 2018). The group obtained a document from the 
Kinney County Commissioner’s Court which recognizes it at the County level. For all practical 
purposes, they are acting as an organized tribe, although without federal recognition and the 
benefits attached to it. As affirmed for unrecognized Indians in the United States and 
Indigenous populations in Mexico, groups can exercise sovereignty despite non-recognition of 
the state, and the ASTT is beginning to draw its path to sovereignty by acting and organizing 




 When the chief of the ASTT started considering tribal recognition he told me that since 
the BIA required a centralized political organization, SISCA could become the formal 
institution to demonstrate this, given its long history as a non-profit and the existence of 
bylaws and board members. The responsibility towards the cemetery and the ownership of the 
Carver School could serve to demonstrate the work Black Seminoles have done to maintain 
their traditions and cohesion. He also mentioned that the purposes of recognition did not have 
to do with economic resources. The point, he said, was to get their existence recognized, to 
obtain support for the maintenance of the cemetery, and to create a cultural center. If help 
comes, he said, referring to things like healthcare and education, that is an extra. I asked what 
would happen to those in El Nacimiento de los Negros whose descendants never went to Texas 
and he said that they would have to be excluded because they are not descendants of the 
Seminole Negro Indian Scouts. He also mentioned that an appropriate name for the band would 
be The John Horse Band of Texas. John Horse is the historical link to make the argument; he 
was a leader in Florida, in Oklahoma – he organized Black Seminoles in Wewoka, now the 
capital of the Seminole Nation in that state, – Mexico and Texas. However, they changed the 
name once they organized the tribe.  
 Instead of uniting the group, as intended in the formation of the ASTT, tensions and 
debates surfaced in the community. First, many people have decided not to enroll because they 
think that they will not be able to find proof to authenticate their ancestry and because they feel 
the way the ASTT defines membership is exclusionary. The feeling of exclusion is deep among 
some Negros Mascogos. Various people expressed it to me in El Nacimiento de los Negros and 





The Florida Seminoles isolated the Mascogos, the Oklahoma Seminoles isolated the 
Mascogos, Texas has isolated the Mascogos, America has isolated the Mascogos. The 
only one that’s given them any choice for life is Mexico, by granting that freedom. 
 
The second source of tension resulted from the fact that SISCA board members, all 
female, live in Brackettville and Del Rio, and have a close understanding of the immediate 
needs of the community and the cemetery. In contrast, because the tribal council and the chief 
of the ASTT live far from Brackettville (in places like San Antonio and McKinney) and tend to 
have a better economic position than people in Brackettville, the feeling of some locals is that 
they do not have a good understanding of how things work. This has come up in the annual 
banquet that the ASTT hosts during Seminole Days and which seems too expensive for 
Brackettville locals, given their lower income. People often experience the decisions and 
activities of the ASTT as external and detached, and some women who are active in SISCA feel 
that they are often not taken seriously because of gender dynamics. Finally, the most important 
source of tension has become the cemetery. While SISCA was first considered as the possible 
institution to demonstrate Black Seminole political organization, SISCA board members have 
decided to keep the association separate from the ASTT. In practice, this meant that the ASTT 
had to come up with a new constitution and leadership and that now both institutions have to 
negotiate their role regarding the cemetery, the Carver School, and even the events during 
Seminole Days. One year, for example, there were simultaneous activities during Seminole 
Days which three different factions organized. People in Brackettville and FCS thought that 
the Black Seminoles did not know how to organize events, but what was happening was that 
they were competing for the organization of the event. The cemetery has been at the center, 
since debates are now emerging as to which institution has the right to act as the guardian, 




Other people feel that recognition by the state is not necessary because they know who 
they are, and others feel that if recognition should come, it must derive from Seminoles 
themselves. According to one resident of San Antonio: 
As far as recognition for like the Mascogos, for me in the United States, I don’t see it as 
a government recognition to say the United States is gonna recognize them individually 
because they are a band that was from the same Seminole groups that traveled from 
Oklahoma, Florida, Texas. It’s the same group. I feel it’s a responsibility of one of the 
nations to say, extend their hand and say, these are our brothers and sisters, and we 
welcome them back, and we create that relationship of how to go back and forth 
between the two. I don’t feel it’s an American government responsibility. First, it needs 
to be the responsibility of one of the Nations that say, these are our people, and we need 
to reclaim them, that’s where I feel it should go, and I feel like it’s more honorable that 
way. 
 
Like Negros Mascogos in El Nacimiento de los Negros who claim that they do not need 
to be on a government list to recognize their land rights within the community (see chapter 3), 
or a certificate that names them as Afrodescendants, many people in Texas feel that they do not 
need the state to recognize them as a people. In other words, they do not need the authorization 
of the state to exist as a group. This refusal hints of notions of sovereignty and anti-
colonialism, but it is not strong enough to be in the political imagination of the group as a 
whole, as it is for the Mohawk (Simpson 2014). Another hint on sovereignty is the idea that 
instead of the state, the Seminole Nation should recognize Black Seminoles. This puts the 
Nation at the center of authority, instead of the U.S. government. However, Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles are not actively seeking recognition from the Seminole Nation.  
The tensions and conflicts have made evident that although a single community, 
differences of nationality, gender, economic status, and spatial location matter in shaping 
competing ideas of what it means to be Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole in the present. The 
conflicts and internal fragmentation show that the costs of recognition are sometimes very 




Mascogos/Black Seminoles, Mexico has an essential place in history as one of the homelands. 
The intention is not to exclude people from Mexico, but given the requirements of BAR, the 
only criterion of membership that is possible to be eligible for federal recognition is the military 
enrollment records, which transforms the boundaries of the community to fit into the logic of 
the state. In order to be included by the state, they need to exclude and deny their Blackness. 
Individuals can access diverse forms of recognition. Fixico’s family, for example, 
enrolled his grandfather as Indian. Others can claim affirmative action in certain institutions 
like schools. However, recognition as a collective presents more difficulties. The difficulties 
include achieving consensus as a group.  
 
The Politics and “Magic” of Recognition 
Indian politics of recognition 
It was July 21, 2012, my first visit to Brackettville and my first encounter with Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles. I was very familiar with the literature about their history and 
traditions, but nothing prepared me for what I encountered when I entered FCS. The then-
president of SISCA drove me to a house so I could meet some families that were visiting. I later 
learned that Black Seminoles know this house as “The Camp” and that it functioned as a 
gathering place during Seminole Days. As I entered, I felt as if I were right at the center of a 
history museum. There were multiple artifacts, the walls were full of old pictures of families 
and the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, and there even was a mannequin dressed in the uniform 
that the Scouts used to wear. What shocked me the most was that during the hours I spent at 
The Camp, the television kept playing and re-playing John Wayne’s “The Alamo.” As a 
Mexican born in the eighties, neither John Wayne nor the battle of The Alamo was cultural or 




remember by then.155 So, there I was, in FCS, surrounded by nineteenth-century military 
architecture, inside a house with mannikins dressed in military uniforms, hearing about 
nineteenth-century battles, while a 1960 movie was playing over and over. I commented that I 
had never seen the movie and with excitement, they started telling me that Black Seminoles 
had worked in the movie. Women were cooks, men were waiters, and some people were extras. 
For instance, Black Seminole John Henry Daniels played “Happy Sam,” William B. Travis’ 
enslaved boy in the movie (Farkis 2015, 345). 
James Baldwin observed that John Wayne’s Western movies validate the White settler’s 
projects by posing Indian genocide as a form of entertainment: “watching Wayne’s character 
pick off Indians in Westerns like Stagecoach was thrilling for Black audiences, too, until you 
realized the Indians are us” (cited in Peck 2016). The White heroic fantasies embodied by John 
Wayne, he continues, operate at the same time that Blacks and other minorities are stripped of 
their humanity. However, for Black Seminoles in Brackettville, John Wayne has a different 
meaning. Just like their pride for participating in the military history of the nation, John 
Wayne’s movie is a source of pride and a form of inscribing themselves in popular culture. For 
women, he is indeed a source of fantasy, as I could tell from an older woman shyly smiling 
while telling me how handsome John Wayne was. What is relevant for Black Seminoles is that 
they participated in the making of a movie.  
  When Fort Clark deactivated in 1946, its population decreased dramatically and the 
economy, which had been sustained by the presence of the military since the nineteenth 
century, weakened. In addition to these local transformations, a drought brought many 
problems to the region and in 1957 244 of 254 Texas counties were declared federal disaster 
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areas; with approximately 100,000 farms and ranches having agricultural losses, and leaving 
people with no other choice than to migrate elsewhere in search of jobs (Farkis 2017, 11). In 
this context, the mayor of Brackettville, James Tullis Shahan, better known as “Happy” Shahan, 
came up with the idea to make Western movies in the county to improve the economy. 
Artisans, carpenters, extras, teamsters, plumbers, and other laborers could work; and 
filmmaking would attract tourists and visitors who would use services like cafes, restaurants, 
gas stations, hotels, and grocery stores. After numerous attempts, in 1952 Happy Shahan 
finally managed to get the first movie made in Kinney County, Arrowhead. The success of his 
project, however, came when John Wayne decided to start building a set to film The Alamo on 
Happy Shahan’s ranch in 1957. During the construction of the set, Happy Shahan declared in a 
radio interview that he intended to keep the set (instead of destroying it as usually happened 
when filming finished) and to turn it into a tourist attraction. “When John Wayne’s done, I’m 
gonna turn it into a world class tourist attraction – call it Alamo Village. We’ll have cowboys, 
Indians, stagecoaches, shootouts, good food…” (Farkis 2017, 8). So, Alamo Village was born, 
the first movie location in Texas which served as a local employer and which indeed attracted 
tourism and improved the economy of the county until its doors closed in 2009.  
The closure of Alamo Village, in combination with the economic recession of 2008, 
brought Brackettville’s economy down once again, and it still has not recovered. Local efforts, 
especially by the Kinney County Chamber of Commerce (KCCC), to strengthen the economy 
have attempted to make history more visible and have placed the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts 
at the center of these endeavors. If the economy first relied on the Army, and then on the 




watching, fishing, hunting, and visiting places like Kickapoo Cavern and Seminole Canyon).156 
In the present, tourism does have an impact, especially during deer hunting season between 
October and February. According to locals, during these months the population of FCS doubles 
with the presence of hunters and Winter Texans who rent rooms at the motel, houses in FCS, 
spaces in the camping and RV parks, and who consume products and services from local 
businesses, especially restaurants. The bet on tourism seems like the best alternative 
Brackettville and FCS have to improve the economy.  
Recognition of Black Seminoles became relevant for the projects of tourism. When the 
ideas about recognition were beginning to take form by the now members of the ASTT, 
affiliates of the KCCC and other prominent men of FCS approached Black Seminoles to support 
them for recognition, and in fact, the idea became stronger, and actions began after this 
encounter. For instance, at a March 2015 meeting with Will Hurd, then Congressman of the 
Twenty-third District of Texas under the Republican Party, the county Judge presented him 
with a list of needs with a particular emphasis on economic growth, justified by concerns that 
Brackettville may become a “ghost town” and that many people are unemployed. Among the 
projects and needs were rebuilding the downtown district and the legal recognition of the Black 
Seminole people. Later on, the KCCC created brochures to promote tourism and included the 
Seminole Negro Indian Scouts and their cemetery as one of the main attractions in the county. 
What is at stake for the White men running things in Brackettville and FCS, according to some 
Black Seminoles, is to benefit from the tourism a federally recognized tribe would attract to the 
region, especially if it gained the right to establish a casino. During a conversation with a Black 
Seminole man about the role of people from FCS pushing for recognition, he expressed his 
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concerns about their agendas and interests: “I just don’t want the association [SISCA] to be 
taken over by a bunch of White people. They are good friends, we went to school together, but 
you gotta watch those people.”  
We need to consider the outside influences and interests about the recognition of Black 
Seminoles within a context broader than pure economic interest. Some people in FCS have a 
sense of ownership of Seminole Negro Indian Scouts’ history because they were stationed at 
Fort Clark and were part of the military development of the region. As a White Winter Texan 
woman told me once, “I’m one hundred percent under the idea that they [Black Seminoles] 
shouldn’t keep their history separate. It should be our history as well.” Then, talking specifically 
about the historical markers that the FCHS places on the spaces once inhabited by Seminole 
Negro Indian Scouts at The Camp, the woman complained that Black Seminoles were not 
researching for the marker that the FCHS would place during the following Seminole Days:  
the clock is ticking, elders are dying, they need to react. Make them understand! Do 
they understand the markers don’t cost them? Why don’t they want to do anything? 
[…] Make them understand how important their history is. They will disappear, the 
elders are the ones who know.  
 
Then a White man intervened, saying that “some of the Seminoles think that their history 
should only be researched by them, not by outsiders,” after which both exchanged looks 
suggesting that it was a ridiculous idea. Months later, a White woman, member of the FCHS, 
would tell me “the Historical Society has tried to help the Seminoles, but they couldn’t get 
organized to do it. God sent you to give them guidance and help them.” These conversations 
reveal various layers that point to the relationships of Black Seminoles with the White 
residents of FCS. As mentioned by the Black Seminole man, after integration Black Seminoles 
went to school with the rest of the population in Brackettville, and in many cases became 




there is solidarity, there is distrust. Black Seminoles are on the watch to avoid being taken 
advantage of, while the White residents of FCS patronize them by insisting that they need 
outside help and guidance because of the perception that they do not care and do enough, or by 
assuming that they do not know how to do things properly. Recognition fits in this logic as a 
means of helping Black Seminoles, so history does not get lost with the elders. These ideas 
become manifest in small everyday details with actions like the KCCC asking me – the outsider 
– for feedback about the information about Black Seminoles in their brochure, and without 
considering how and if Black Seminoles wanted to be represented. The point is precisely that 
representation of Black Seminoles responds to a logic of museification, that highlights the 
military past of the Seminole Negro Indian Scouts, and the present makes their descendants 
irrelevant to outsiders.157  
 
Pueblos mágicos 
Representation and the politics of recognition of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are not 
just complex in Texas, as a similar relationship has developed between the municipality of 
Múzquiz and El Nacimiento de los Negros in Coahuila concerning Blackness.  
 In October 2018 the Mexican government recognized Múzquiz as a pueblo mágico 
(magic town). Along with the turn to state-led multiculturalism and the 2001 reform of article 
2 in the constitution ratifying Mexico as a pluricultural nation, the program Pueblos Mágicos 
was designed in 2001 as a project of tourism which aimed at incorporating civil society as an 
                                                 
157 See Anderson (2009) for discussions about cultural appropriation and exploitation of the Garífuna people in 
Honduras, Lewis (2012) for the role of “cultural workers” in promoting ideas of Blackness from above while 
displacing people from San Nicolás Tolentino in Guerrero, and Martínez Novo (2006) for understandings of 




actor in local development.158 It set the objective of recognizing those places that have kept 
their cultural and historical wealth to diversify tourism by highlighting the singularities and 
diversity of towns and local culture. This would, in turn, contribute to local businesses and 
improve local economies. To qualify as a pueblo mágico, towns have to create a committee that 
formally petitions for incorporation into the program, and if the town meets the required 
characteristics, then it is recognized and granted funds to promote tourism. Among the things 
the committees have to do is the elaboration of an essay that highlights the “magical” attributes 
of the place as a touristic attraction, in other words, to specify what makes it a unique historical 
and cultural space. Towns need to be accessible in terms of transportation infrastructure and to 
have services to receive visitors. A significant emphasis is on cultural tourism, that is, 
attractions related to food, festivals, monuments, and traditions of ethnic groups, which make 
the landscape unique (Chávez Becker and Rosales Reyes 2015).  
 Múzquiz established its pueblo mágico committee in January 2015. It included, among 
other representatives, the chief of the Kickapoos and a Negro Mascogo woman, both of whom 
dressed in their traditional clothing – the Negro Mascogo woman wore the polka dot dress, and 
the Kickapoo chief wore a feathered headgear – when the committee took the oath (La 
Carbonífera 2015). People know Múzquiz as “the oasis in the desert.” The committee 
represented it as environmentally rich through the waterfall park and its caverns. Most 
importantly, the elements that the committee signals as unique are the existence of the 
Kickapoo Indians and the Blacks of El Nacimiento de los Negros.  
 Since the 2012 delivery of the certificate that names Negros Mascogos as 
Afrodescendants, more politicians, state representatives, and visitors have been drawn to El 
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Nacimiento de los Negros (Figure 26). People have spread multiple photographs in social media 
and articles where Negros Mascogos appear willingly but many times unwillingly. Tired of 
being photographed, an older woman told me on various occasions how people would visit her 
and ask her questions, and she would pretend she did not know. Others like to play around with 
outsiders and lead them into believing fictions, which then appear as facts in magazines and 
newspapers. On one occasion I was directly confronted by a young man who asked me if I was 
there to study the negros, and without waiting for a response, he told me “that’s a bit racist, no?” 
The feeling, among some Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles in El Nacimiento de los Negros 
and Brackettville, is that they are used and that their image is exploited, often not doing justice 
to the way they want to be represented. “I sometimes see my words in a book, and I didn’t give 
my permission.” “My picture was on that Facebook page, and I didn’t know.” “They 
[politicians] just come for the picture when there are elections.” These are common comments 
on both sides of the border, and some people often get upset, choosing not to talk or to toy with 
journalists and visitors to at least have some fun in the process. Others, like the young man, 
decide to confront outsiders and to complain. One woman, for instance, often tells 
photographers not just to take pictures of the damaged adobe houses and to portray them as 
poor. “Why don’t they also show the nice houses and how we have worked hard and have 






Figure 26. A representative of the Secretary of Tourism of Coahuila during El Día de los Negros. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 
The designation of Múzquiz as a pueblo mágico is too recent to learn about its outcomes, 
but some people are already upset about it, claiming that the municipality is investing a lot of 
money and resources in marketing and events like concerts to promote Múzquiz, while streets 
are damaged and schools lack resources and even teachers.159 Experiences of other towns have 
shown that the pueblo mágico designation can indeed attract tourism and benefit businesses in 
the municipalities that centralize services, but that the adjacent towns which belong to the 
municipality do not see improvements. In this case, Múzquiz would benefit but not El 
Nacimiento de los Negros, El Nacimiento de los Kikapú, or the other towns that belong to the 
municipality. Although they form an essential part of the marketing strategy, in reality, money 
is spent in the municipal seat and not in the surrounding towns (Hernández Mar 2015). As 
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Liliana López Levi (2015) argues for the pueblo mágico of Huamantla, Tlaxcala, when local 
identity becomes an instrument for development, the result is the standardizing of identities 
and traditions for tourist consumption, resembling a franchise more than a project for the 
wellbeing of the people. Indeed, the image of Negros Mascogos is central for the marketing of 
Múzquiz as a pueblo mágico. In conjunction with their recent recognition as Afrodescendants 
and the hosting of the XIX Encuentro de Pueblos Negros (XIX Conference of Black Peoples) in 
Múzquiz on November 9 and 10, 2018, their image has been widely spread in social media and 
through billboards along Coahuila’s highways. Figure 27 shows a billboard which features two 
Negro Mascogo women, one wearing the polka dot dress, and the other wearing an “African 
dress,” a recent incorporation into the tradition that seeks to articulate Negro Mascogo identity 
with the broader African Diaspora.160  
 
 
Figure 27. A billboard promoting XIX Encuentro de Pueblos Negros. Photo: Negros Mascogos Facebook page, October 6, 2018. 
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Although some Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles see their images in tourist 
brochures and billboards with pride and with the feeling that they are recognized for who they 
are, others worry that they are exoticized and misrepresented and that they do not get to see 
the benefits of recognition and marketing. Others, like the young man who confronted me 
while I was conducting fieldwork, understand it as one of the mechanisms of racism and 
exploitation. 
 
Racism, Recognition, Redistribution 
The rhetorical question the young man asked, “that’s a bit racist, no?” needs to be taken 
seriously. Is the increasing attention to, research about, and commodification of Blackness and 
Indianness through recognition the product of a colonial desire, an imperialist nostalgia, to see 
the “other” as part of an idealized past that negates for Black and Indian groups the possibility 
of belonging to the modern present? Is this one of the mechanisms of racism under 
multiculturalism? (see Rosaldo 1989). 
 In his discussion about neo-racism, Étienne Balibar (1991) argues that the expression of 
racism in France has moved from biological heredity to the insurmountability of cultural 
differences, locking individuals and groups into a priori genealogies and determinations that 
are represented as immutable and intangible in origin. According to Charles Hale (2005), 
multiculturalism is intertwined in the expressions of racism as cultural difference. In his 
discussion about Ladino responses to the rise of the Maya in Guatemala, for example, he shows 
the ways anti-racism and respect for cultural difference work in tandem with differential 
evaluations of which Indigenous groups are deserving of recognition and which are not. 




deemed authentic and deserving of state concessions, while “radical” Mayas that put forward a 
redistribution agenda connected to class politics are perceived as ungrateful, opportunistic, 
inauthentic, and undeserving. Processes like these remake racial hierarchies, shifting from 
straightforward assimilationist policies to limited forms of cultural recognition:  
Multiculturalism is predicated on respect for and recognition of this “redeemable” 
Indian. Yet even redeemed Maya remain in a shadow of doubt cast by their radical 
counterparts, having risen above, but not completely freed from, the burden of their 
racialized origins. Multiculturalism in this light becomes the alibi that deflects attention 
away from the remaking of racial hierarchy, under the triumphant banner of its 
elimination (C. R. Hale 2005, 24). 
 
Collective cultural rights in Latin America, continues Hale, are an integral part of the 
neoliberal ideology. Neoliberal multiculturalism refers to the administration, delimitation, and 
production of alterity as a mechanism for inducing the bearers of such rights into complying 
with the projects of corporations and the state, while limiting their practices and demands to 
cultural elements. This overlooks inequality, poverty, and racism. Unmarked identities, White 
and mestizo, are not policed, questioned in their authenticity, or silenced. These celebrations of 
multiculturalism are mechanisms of racism.  
 In recognizing Blackness, Mexico has joined other Latin American countries in the 
exercise of neoliberal multiculturalism, and by determining authorized ways of being Black, it is 
indeed reformulating racial hierarchies. It is now possible to be Black, but there are “better” and 
more “authentic” Blacks than others. Hale’s concept does not apply as neatly to the recognition 
of Indianness in the United States, not only because the process has a different genealogy but 
because unlike Blackness in Mexico, federal recognition in the United States does incorporate 
forms of redistribution. However, there is one common denominator in both processes of 
recognition, which is the promotion of cultural difference in concrete terms defined by the 




States, and to be Black in Mexico means having a particular connection to space and time, what 
Daniel Goldstein (2012) calls the multidimensionality of race-space-time. By invoking 
“authentic” Indians and Blacks, recognition requirements locate these populations on the side of 
the “traditional” and in a binary with the “modern” (Fabian 2002). This establishes a 
relationship with a past that does not fit neatly with a present of White and mestizo 
cosmopolitan nationals. It also locates Indianness and Blackness in specific geographic spaces, 
rural areas or reservations that contrast with urban territories. The refusal of understanding 
Blackness and Indianness as part of modernity by constraining them to race-space-time 
ideologies and denying these groups the possibility of change and economic mobility (as in the 
case of the Seminole Nation of Florida), is an expression of racism that operates through 
cultural acceptance and difference. It becomes materialized by making structural problems like 
inequality, poverty, violence, and migration, invisible.  
 As Naomi Paik argues for the rights of people in U.S. prison camps, “in demanding 
recognition from the state, rightless subjects must reproduce their subordinate position to 
make their appeals intelligible to an entity not interested in recognizing either their suffering 
or its own transgressions” (2016, 16). While recognition does bring benefits to collectivities, 
and people seek it for dignity and betterment of their lives, it may also reproduce inequality and 
the involuntary strengthening of the very state’s policies and practices that oppress the groups 
demanding it (Coulthard 2014; Sider 2003, xxvi). In that sense, recognition for Negros 






Conclusion: Politics of Refusal 
 
Against Silence 
Pancho Villa called him el pajarito, the little bird: he was very fast and always managed to 
escape. That is how José remembers the participation of John Payne in the Mexican Revolution 
(1910-1920). Genevieve Payne, el pajarito’s daughter (Figure 28), remembers that her father 
fought against Pancho Villa, the commander of the División del Norte (Division of the North), 
who attacked the town of Columbus, New Mexico, in 1916, “the one instance of Latin American 
military intervention in the United States” (F. Katz 1978).161 Most adults raised in El 
Nacimiento de los Negros remember the story of John Payne, and some laugh at the irony of 
his death: being a hero, he ended up dying from falling off a horse, Horacio once told me. 
According to Genevieve, in the context of Villa’s forced recruitment of Negros Mascogos and 
other people in the region, John Payne escaped and joined the Federal Army. Villa’s army 
captured Payne’s wife and her mother, along with other families, and took them to Veracruz to 
force men like John Payne to surrender (Mock 2010, 196–208). Despite the story that el 
pajarito’s family remembers, many people in El Nacimiento de los Negros affirm that he was on 
Villa’s side or they do not know whose side he was on. 
 From the perspective of John Payne’s family, his story has emotional value, especially in 
light of the displacement and the memory of violence the revolution brings to them. However, 
for other Negros Mascogos, the story has become a picaresque narrative where el pajarito 
appears as a heroic figure who skillfully escapes. For this kind of narrative, whether he was 
                                                 




with or against Villa is less relevant than the fact that he escaped powerful people, be they 
federal soldiers or Pancho Villa himself, and that he was an actor in Mexican history.  
 
 
Figure 28. Genevieve Payne wearing a T-Shirt with a picture of John and Monroe Payne in the Mexican Revolution. Photo: Rocío Gil. 
 




 Like with the story of el pajarito, people in Brackettville and in El Nacimiento de los 
Negros would frequently tell me stories about the times when Juan Caballo/John Horse went 
to Washington or Mexico City to negotiate agreements of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
with the government or about other leaders taking similar actions later in history. On 
numerous occasions, for example, I heard the story of Negros Mascogos’ visit to President Luis 
Echeverría in Mexico City in the 1970s to negotiate the government’s delivery of a tractor for 
the community. As with many other documents, people would pull a copy of the photograph 
from hidden boxes or from under their mattresses to show me that it happened, that they met 
the President of Mexico (Figure 29).  
 The story of el Pajarito, along with numerous other stories, contribute to a larger 
narrative through which Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles inscribe themselves as actors in 
the production of the Coahuila-Texas borderland: the stories of the soldiers on both sides of the 
border who fought Comanche and Apache peoples in the nineteenth century, the stories of 
freedom and marronage narrated as heroic tales of resilience and survival, the stories of 
Congressional Medals of Honor and land won with blood, the recollection of family 
photographs with their accompanying stories, the walks around the cemetery while tracing 
genealogies and connecting ancestry to the deceased, and the memory of their participation in 
movies. All these stories contribute to a larger narrative through which Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles inscribe themselves as actors in the production of the Coahuila-
Texas borderland. They are efforts to make themselves remember, and to tell others not only 
that they exist, but that they exist with dignity, pride, and strength. Like el Pajarito, they 
always manage to escape, although they may later fall from a horse.  
History, to Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, is a tool of resistance to the various 




1995): their foreignness in Mexico, the potential misrecognition of the agreements that granted 
them autonomy and land rights, the misrecognition of their role as state actors and the 
connected deservingness of citizenship in the United States, the denial of their potential 
benefits as Indian Nations, the questioning of their Indianness and Blackness or the 
“impossibility” of Black-Indianness, and the diminished role of women within community 
narratives. The violence in the history of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people is without 
question structural, racial, and tightly connected to their location as subordinate subjects, but it 
is also a form of violence shaped by processes of silencing. Acting against silence is a way to 
connect the past with the living present, and to imagine possible futures. By acting against 
silence, they attempt to make themselves legible on their terms. 
 I asked one woman what it meant to her to be Black Seminole. She responded, “I say it’s 
the history because of my grandmother and knowing that our people were strong enough to 
persevere being slaves and, in a way, that we didn’t accept that, that was gonna just be our 
future, we were just gonna be slaves.” It is a refusal of a future dictated by others which has 
driven Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole history, even though in the process negotiations and 
compliance have been necessary in various moments of their trajectory. There have been costs 




As I entered Silvia’s house in Múzquiz, she gave me a big smile and pulled out a couple of U.S. 
visas. That is when I found out that among the things she did for a living was lending money. 
Silvia is a Negro Mascogo woman who lives in Múzquiz but regularly travels to San Antonio 




are the most common form of value people give Silvia. Although she cannot do anything with 
them, they are the safest way to make sure that people will pay her back with interest because 
nobody is willing to lose a visa. Aside from the fact that visas and immigration-related 
documents often open the space for the development of informal economies, as Charles Piot 
(2010, 77–95) shows for the case of the Lotto visa in Togo, this ethnographic moment shows 
the symbolic and material value of documents and immigration in the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole community. A visa does not solve all of their problems, but it does offer some 
possibilities to maintain community cohesion and to improve their material conditions of 
existence.  
 It is due to lack of immigration documents, for example, that unauthorized Negro 
Mascogo migrants cannot attend Juneteenth and Seminole Days with the Black Seminoles in 
Brackettville even if they live in San Antonio. As José once told me, they can go to 
Brackettville, but then they “get stuck” there because there is an inspection point on the way 
back and Border Patrol officers detain all non-citizens to ask for documents. The inspection 
point, in other words, is helping establish a border in Texas between Negros Mascogos/Black 
Seminoles who are Mexican citizens and those who are U.S. citizens, residents, or have visas.  
This is best expressed by a Negro Mascogo man who lives in San Antonio and is a U.S. 
citizen. He and many other Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles say that one of the reasons they 
have not returned to El Nacimiento de los Negros in many years is because even for U.S. 
citizens it is expensive to get the paperwork and the economic means to travel:  
As far as experiences, I felt alienated, not American enough to be American, not 
Mexican enough to be Mexican, and then finding out that not Seminole enough to be 
Seminole, because they don’t recognize anybody, Florida recognizes Florida, Oklahoma 
recognizes Oklahoma, and that’s where the bridge stops. […] But I can’t blame them, I 
blame the border. You separate two countries; you can’t expect tribes to have relations 
when two countries can’t have open relations. […] Because of this border relation, I 
can’t go back the way I used to. […] The border separates us physically and culturally. 




children at all, because they are over there, you know? […] A grandmother who I 
haven’t really known my whole life, just know who she is, and now she is in the twilight 
of her life, going through this, you know, and it’s like where I could make amends or try 
to bring her close, I can’t, you know? And it’s, and I know some people would be oh, no, 
it’s easy, you got a passport, you go and come back, but it’s not, you know? […] By 
what economics can I do that. […] It’s economically impossible for our people. 
 
The current militarization of the border and the difficulties people encounter in 
obtaining documents is a reality Negros Mascogos face, as for thousands of other migrants and 
borderland residents. The reality of the border, however, has also become an idiom for Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles to explain their life circumstances. Like the stories of lost 
documents that people describe with almost supernatural powers to solve their problems, many 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles locate the border at the center and imagine that their lives 
would be better if only they could obtain documents to cross the border. The reality is that the 
border is one of the multiple forces at play in Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole dynamics. It may 
be that the possibilities of refusal that the border offers are paving the way for the making of a 
stronger Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community. Before I address the possibilities, it is 
necessary to acknowledge the challenges.  
Borders, geopolitical and social, are shaping fractures in the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole community. It is through these fractures that it is possible to understand some of the 
reasons the collective has continuously sought to become legible via documents like visas, or 
via racialization. Certain forms of legibility, I contend, open possibilities to the Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole people to imagine a better future, even with the complexities and 
contradictions they present.  
 During a conversation in 2012, when I was beginning to explore the possibility of 
researching Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, I met linguist Ian Hancock. He told me that 




traditions, and practices and more a class identity determined by poverty, exclusion, low levels 
of education, and non-professional jobs. The more people gained social mobility in the United 
States, he reasoned, the more they detached from Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
consciousness. Later, while interviewing a Black Seminole woman familiar with the dynamics 
both in El Nacimiento de los Negros and in Brackettville, she affirmed that “the further people 
got away from the Mexican border, the further they got away from their real heritage.” To her, 
the border shapes many of the dynamics within the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
community: the more distance, the more detachment. The woman’s perspective is 
complementary to Hancock’s assessment. Distance from the border comes with professional, 
work, and educational opportunities since the borderland region offers limited chances for 
social mobility. I agree that a strong component of Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole identity is 
shaped by class and the border, but I would like to expand these ideas by bringing in the 
question of internal dynamics and fractures, and the role nationality plays.  
 Let us begin with Hancock’s assertion about class identity. I opened this study by 
engaging in a discussion about the production of the landscape of the Coahuila-Texas 
borderland and its rubble, and the interconnected racial making of the Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole people. What we observe in the trajectory of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole 
people is the production of subalternity, or rather the production of multiple layers of 
subalternity that have taken shape through dynamics of racialization, dispossession, forced and 
induced migration, marginalization, and illegalization (De Genova 2004; Menjívar and 
Kanstroom 2014). These dynamics have established particular relations between Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles and the rest of the inhabitants of the Coahuila-Texas borderland, 
namely mexicanos, Kickapoo, Whites, and representatives of the state on both sides of the 




participate in its production. These processes have also contributed to the making of internal 
borders and fracturing within the community. The current historical moment presents them 
with the challenge of how to continue acting as a community and how to negotiate their 
internal differences.  
 Nationality and legality intersect with economic status. The internal differences 
articulate with the side of the border people were born and raised, and the access they have to 
immigration documents and the English language. Negros Mascogos, born on the Mexican 
side of the border have more constraints in terms of professional development, and only a 
handful of people manage to get a college education in Mexico, often without moving into jobs 
that connect with their education. In contrast, San Antonio has offered young people more 
opportunities for education and work, especially to 1.5 and second-generation migrants who, 
among other things, can speak English, a necessary skill for obtaining better paid and less 
body-damaging jobs in the United States (Holmes 2013).  
Language, nationality, spatial, and economic differences, however, translate into more 
profound problems. The difficulties some people have crossing language and physical borders 
result in lack of understanding of the local problems on the other side of the border and prevent 
the community as a whole from acting for the benefit of the collective. El Nacimiento de los 
Negros is the diasporic homeland to many Black Seminoles who have never been to Mexico. 
They imagine it with idealized nostalgia, but they have little understanding of the struggles 
people face in El Nacimiento de los Negros in regards to living conditions, immigration-related 
problems, recognition dynamics connected to Blackness, and the state- and drug-related 
violence that has affected Coahuila. Negros Mascogos in Mexico have little understanding of 
the internal tensions around the cemetery in Brackettville, the processes of Indian recognition 




with conservatives and Whites in FCS, to name a few. The lack of understanding explains, for 
example, why for some factions of the Black Seminoles in Texas, the question of dual 
citizenship is not on the table. It also explains why, when I asked a woman in Mexico if she 
acknowledged the authority of a man in Brackettville who claims to be the chief of Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles, she got upset and answered that the Black Seminoles of 
Brackettville do not care for Negros Mascogos in Mexico and have done nothing to help.  
External dynamics, and more particularly, the articulations between Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles with the Mexican and U.S. states, have produced fractures within 
the community. It is not that Black Seminoles do not care for Negros Mascogos or the other 
way around. Instead, there have not been the conditions of possibility for a better 
understanding of the local struggles each section of the community faces. Each side is doing its 
best to negotiate its continuity and to solve the uncertainties and difficulties it faces, and each 
has developed different strategies to survive. As they have sought to become legible to the 
state, they have strengthened their internal boundaries, and this has had material costs on both 
sides of the border, especially in terms of gender, nationality, and race. 
 
Resilience and Refusal 
Multiple forces have been at play in the making of the Coahuila-Texas borderland and the 
Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people. In this work, I have argued that racialization from 
above has been an instrument that has facilitated dispossession, elimination, forced migrations, 
and control. These mechanisms form part of a settler colonial logic that has informed the 
making of the borderland.  
 The trajectory of the racialization of the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people 




border which I do not discuss in this work, such as the Chinese, Kickapoos, Lipan Apache, 
Tohono O’odham, Mexican-Americans, and many others. Racialization, according to Patrick 
Wolfe (2016), preserves the trace of colonial histories. The racialization and management of 
these populations reveal the most important tenets of settler colonialism: appropriating land, 
which often leads to physical and social elimination of people; and profiting from it, which 
necessitates labor. Both tenets require and are united by private property regimes (Glenn 
2015). The specific trajectory of Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles reveals some of the 
technologies of settler colonialism which have relied on racism, like the extermination of 
Comanches and Apaches, forced removal, erasure (assimilation through mestizaje, constructions 
of Blackness as foreign, and blood quantum criteria to exclude Blacks from tribal recognition), 
recognition (which establishes authorized ways of being), the constant threat to transform the 
property regime in El Nacimiento de los Negros, and the condition of deportability. However, 
as we see in the chapters of this work, if racialization from above has been a mechanism of 
domination and control, racialization from below has been a form of resistance.  
  Throughout history, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have demonstrated a great 
capacity of resilience, from the moment they escaped slavery to their current struggles over 
land, representation, and recognition. The Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole struggle is one of 
recognition and redistribution. They demand redistributive justice when they claim their rights 
to land, citizenship, and demand the improvement of their material conditions of existence. Like 
Nancy Fraser (2003b) insists, redistribution does not exclude demands for recognition, legal 
and otherwise. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles work for their visibility as a people, and the 
acknowledgment that they have played a role in history. 
Despite all the challenges I enlisted in the previous section, Negros Mascogos/Black 




have created mechanisms, projects, and politics of refusal to do this. Refusal implies saying no, 
but it is also a way of seeking alternatives and possibilities. It is resistance to domination, but it 
can also exist between claimed equals when people refuse affiliations, identifications, or 
relationships. Refusal is “an insistence on a certain sort of grounding in the world” 
(McGranahan 2016, 321; see also Simpson 2014). Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles, as a 
transborder collective, refuse dispossession of their land, rights, history, and representation, 
and they refuse some of the technologies of settler colonialism. 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles created the museum in Brackettville and recently 
opened another in El Nacimiento de los Negros. Through the museums, they control their 
representation and develop a narrative that inserts them back in history. The museums make 
them, and others, remember. The museums also serve to use tourism to their advantage. As the 
KCCC and the municipality of Múzquiz attract more scholars, journalists, and tourists, the 
museums allow Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles to tell their own history and to refuse the 
exotization of their image or their museification as relics of the past. The museums give them 
agency and ensure that their history continues to be told. Moreover, SISCA, a group of Black 
Seminoles, and some researchers are currently coordinating an oral history project so they can 
record the memories of the elders and create regular exhibits at the Seminole Indian Scouts 
Museum with emphasis on different parts of their history. SISCA’s website and the 
interconnected monthly newsletter has attracted more Black Seminoles and non-Black 
Seminoles to collaborate. 
Through the museums, oral history projects, and daily narratives, Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles refuse their representation as victims. They refuse the racism of 
outsiders who represent them as lazy and incapable of organizing. Instead, they narrate their 




strength of their escape. They enhance their participation as soldiers and commemorate their 
four Medal of Honor recipients even though these enhancements are at the expense of the 
violence towards other Indians.  
 When presenting my research, people frequently ask me whether Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles are at risk of disappearing. We cannot predict the future, but what 
is clear is that Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles refuse to disappear and are working for their 
social reproduction. The question of their disappearance is problematic as it emerges from ideas 
of settler colonialism, which assume the vanishing of Indian and other subaltern groups 
(Deloria Jr. 1988; Wolfe 1999). They negate the possibilities of transformation, change, and the 
definition of Indianness and Blackness as part of modernity. They consign Black-Indians to the 
past and the specific characteristics defined in the context of relations of domination (Fabian 
2002; Farfán-Santos 2016; Goldstein 2012; Martínez Novo 2006). If we are open to 
understanding that what it means to be Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole is a constant 
negotiation informed by internal as much as external dynamics, then the fact that they are in 
the process of transformation instead of disappearance should become evident. The social 
reproduction of a group does not rely solely on retention of cultural features such as language, 
dress, food, music or dance, as processes of recognition often make us believe. It also relies on 
their kinship ties, and most importantly, on their historical consciousness and identification as a 
collective, and that is something that, with its tensions, contradictions, and challenges, keeps 
the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole people together. The museums, celebrations, and the 
existence of SISCA are examples of their refusal to disappear.  
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are aware of the fractures within the community. 
However, they are seeking ways to overcome them. The incorporation of photographs from El 




between Negros Mascogos in Coahuila and Black Seminoles in Texas. There are also projects 
to translate the information at the museum so Spanish speakers can understand. Moreover, the 
vice-President of SISCA attended the 2018 El Día de los Negros celebration in El Nacimiento de 
los Negros to strengthen the ties between the members of the community. More Negro 
Mascogo families who have immigration documents have attended Seminole Days in the past 
few years. Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have a historical consciousness that transcends 
borders, and they are trying to keep it alive through oral history, festivities, and kinship ties.  
Although conditions have become more difficult, Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles 
refuse to stop crossing the border. They do it with or without documents, even though they 
sometimes pay the high costs of deportation and retention in detention centers, sometimes for 
months. They also express their refusal when they seek ways to obtain documents through 
Blackness and Indianness because they need jobs and want to maintain their relationships with 
their families and other members of the transborder community.  
Women are fighting their own battle inside the community. They are refusing to be cast 
aside in historical narratives and practices of the present. They refuse the questioning of their 
authenticity as Black and wear the polka dot dress to make a statement about their Blackness. 
They transform the masculine narrative of history and make families and women visible. They 
defend their rights to land and contest the control of their sexuality by marrying whomever 
they want. They defend their voice in decision making by continuing to run SISCA. By refusing 
to stay at the margins, they too strengthen the community.  
 Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have been in a double bind since the nineteenth 
century. They have had to choose between Indianness and Blackness in different spaces and 
moments. Many forces at play have established such separations. However, as a collective, 




have learned to juggle, negotiate, adapt, and resist racialization from above, and instead, they 
mobilize Indianness and Blackness to improve their living conditions. In their struggles for 
redistributive justice, they have used racialization and historicity as instruments of resistance.  
Legibility has been a historical strategy to survive and navigate the many different 
forms of violence Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles have confronted. If freedom in Negro 
Mascogo/Black Seminole history has meant breaking the chains of slavery, today an additional 
meaning has been added, the freedom connected to autonomy and self-determination, the 
freedom to continue existing as a dignified and recognized collectivity, and the freedom to 
move across borders. These are the struggles Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles fight today to 
shape a better future.  
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles’ resilience and refusal cannot be only celebratory. 
They are one of the hundreds of examples of subaltern groups navigating and resisting systems 
of difference and domination. Like many other groups, in their contention, they too reproduce 
domination (Roseberry 1994). They do this when they narrate their role as soldiers and silence 
the violence they exercised in the name of the state, and when they seek recognition by the 
state and adapt to the terms of racialization established from above, which includes choosing 
Indianness over Blackness or the other way around.  
Although there are practices and demands of autonomy and self-determination, Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles are not like other groups with a strong sense of sovereignty that 
spans across borders, as it is the case of the Kickapoo, the Mohawk that Audra Simpson (2014) 
examines, or the Mixtec transnational communities that have developed robust customary 
government systems between Mexico and the United States (Besserer and Kearney 2006; 
Castro Neira 2009; Kearney and Nagengast 1989). With exceptions like the defense of land and 




inclusion in two states at the same time. Whether Negro Mascogo/Black Seminoles’ resilience 
and refusal will become decolonizing and anti-racist projects is an open question. However, 
there are individuals that are leading the way on that direction.  
The examples in this work show how present the border is in Negro Mascogo/Black 
Seminole narratives. It is a trope that helps people explain their constraints and build on their 
hopes for a better future. They see the border as a problem when they cannot cross to obtain 
jobs and see their relatives. However, it is an asset when they do cross and can send 
remittances back to El Nacimiento de los Negros. People see the border as the cause of 
fragmentation and loss of traditions and hope to overcome this by acquiring documents that 
facilitate mobility. All these things are real. However, the border is doing much more than that. 
I contend that the border is offering alternatives to the community. Through the border, some 
Negros Mascogos/Black Seminoles are promoting transformations and changing the 
negotiations to establish their own terms as a transborder community. These individuals are 
the migrants who regularly cross between Coahuila and Texas. We must look at the 
possibilities within those border crossings.  
When Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) wrote about mestiza consciousness, she argued that 
people who cross social and physical borders gain a perspective that is different from the center. 
It is not my intention to elevate mestizos as Anzaldúa or Vasconcelos (1997) did in their very 
different ways. However, the point about border crossers gaining a perspective that allows 
them to observe the community from a different standpoint is valid for some Negros 
Mascogos/Black Seminoles. When they cross between Coahuila and Texas, they can maintain 
family and community relations. Most importantly, they develop an understanding of the local 
challenges and dynamics the Negro Mascogo/Black Seminole community faces on both sides of 




organization, collective action, and refusal that can benefit the community as a whole. Crossing 
the border, for example, has allowed some individuals to understand the politics of Blackness in 
Mexico and Indianness in the United States, and they have begun to embrace Black-Indianness, 
refusing to choose one over the other in different circumstances. In doing so, they claim their 
racial identity on their own terms and refuse the impositions that come from above. Black-
Indian and transborder consciousness may offer alternatives to develop anti-colonial and anti-
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